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Many have chosen to divide the world of fiction into literary and genre. I do not believe
these have to be mutually exclusive. Writers such as Shirley Jackson, Stephen King, and
Benjamin Percy note the importance of literary devices while simultaneously creating plots that
elicit emotional responses from readers. It is my goal to accomplish the same, and bridge the gap
between literary and genre fiction in my collection of short stories by using symbolism and
imagery to create a sense of the foreboding.
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CHAPTER I
CRITICAL INTRODUCTION
Benjamin Percy writes in the introduction to his craft book, Thrill Me, that the worst of
genre fiction “features formulaic plots, pedestrian language, paper-thin characters, gender and
ethnic stereotypes, and a general lack of diversity” (16). However, he also equally critiques
literary fiction, stating, “The worst of it features a pile of pretty sentences that add up to nothing
happening.” Rather, he says to combine the best of both worlds, encouraging writers to:
Study what works best instead. Literary fiction highlights exquisite sentences, glowing
metaphors, subterranean themes, fully realized characters. And genre fiction excels at
raising the most important question: What happens next? What happens next? is why
most people read. It’s what makes us fall in love with books and makes some of us hope
to write one of our own someday, though we may have forgotten that if we’ve fallen
under the indulgent spell of pretty sentences (17).
Percy clearly lays out what I believe influential writers such as himself, Stephen King, and
Shirley Jackson achieve: they bridge the divide between literary and genre fiction. A way they
achieve this is by using literary devices such as symbolism and imagery to heighten the sense of
foreboding, which makes us ask “what happens next?” a question that Percy associates with
genre fiction.
Stephen King is one author who discusses the importance of symbolism. In his craft book
On Writing, King says symbolism can “serve as a focusing device for both you and your reader,
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helping to create a more unified and pleasing work” (200). King is saying that a writer can use
symbols to bring to the forefront what they think is most important in the work. The writer can
use symbols to serve the theme of a story and give the appearance of a coherent narrative. When
discussing his novel, Carrie, King says he focused on the symbol of blood, stating that he
“started to play with the idea, image, and emotional conations of blood” (199). Some of his
results were “sin and salvation,…[women] reaching physical maturity and the ability to bear
children,… [and] the handing down of family traits and talents” (199). King’s take on symbolism
is significant in that he focuses on symbols that have established cultural significance, not ones
that are uniquely created within the narrative.
Benjamin Percy also discusses the value of symbolism in fiction in his craft essay,
“Consider the Orange: Meaningful Repetition.” He begins with a personal anecdote about the
time he almost lost his son, and while during his son’s hospital stay, they watched Toy Story
many times (151). He then describes how any time he comes into contact with anything related
to the movie he is triggered, stating, “I cringe and go dizzy as the old panic rises up in me again,
the terrifying certainty that my son will stop breathing” (152). As horrifying as that reality is, he
uses it to illustrate what a symbol can do . The orange from the title of the essay refers to the
example of oranges in The Godfather films, which appear in scenes when characters die (153).
He notes the importance of this technique, stating, “In fiction and nonfiction, especially when
you’re not relying on simple A-to-Z plotting, associative repetition is key to narrative cohesion
and can also be used as a tool for thematic and character development” (153). Percy’s discussion
of symbols differs from King’s in that the symbols he details have meaning that only exist within
the work. Percy discusses imagery in his craft essay, “Set Pieces: Staging the Iconic Scene.”
Percy defines set pieces as moments in film “when the stakes are escalated, the staging carefully
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managed, [and] the special effects sometimes expensive and flashy” (44). In terms of writing, he
says that these scenes are the “equivalent of the quick series of camera cuts” in which it is best
for the writer to focus on a single image (45-46). Percy is saying that one function of imagery is
to create a focal point for important scenes of heightened tension and anxiety.
Shirley Jackson covers similar ground in her craft essay “Garlic in Fiction.” She
discusses the symbol of the white cat in The Haunting of Hill House, explaining that “The
problem of a writer who wants to create a symbol, artificially endowed with a specific emotional
weighting, is to invent one white cat that has a particular surrounding of emotional meaning,
pertaining to one book and one character” (402). She is saying that it is not enough to have a
generic symbol, but that it takes effort to create significance around that symbol. A writer must
have an object they connect to specific emotions, characters, or even other objects. Once the
author establishes such a symbol, they can mention the symbol throughout the fiction when the
goal is to elicit a response from the reader without having to create a new connection through the
narrative. She explains how she uses a white cat early in the novel and surrounds it with
dreamlike images of Eleanor, making it possible to use the symbol later in the novel when
wanting to create the presence of the supernatural (402-404).
Stephen King uses symbols and imagery in his short story “Quitters, Inc.” In this story,
Dick Morrison joins a service that promises to cure people of cigarette addiction but does not
advertise that they do so by threat of extreme violence (208-227). The business card is a symbol
and is first mentioned when it is given to Morrison by his friend Jimmy McCann (209).
Morrison, not having seen Jimmy in a while, is surprised to see how healthy he looks, and Jimmy
says, “Last August. Something happened that changed my life” (208). He ascribes everything
good that is happening in his life to Quitters, Inc. and then gives Morrison the card to help him
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quit smoking, promising that his life will also be just as good (209). At this point in the story, the
business card is associated with positive emotions. It is literally being introduced as the ticket to
a better life. The business card is a symbol that represents a chance or opportunity. King further
establishes the connection in the second mention of the business card, when it falls out of his
wallet on his way to the bar after work, a place that he describes going to as “bloody horrible”
(211). This mention of the business card is significant in solidifying the business card as a
symbol for opportunity. Morrison going to the bar after work and explicitly stating how poorly
his company is operating demonstrates that he is dissatisfied with the current condition of his
life. The card triggers a response that there is an alternative to his current state, a possibility for a
better life. This symbol moves from possibility to reality when Morrison decides to sign up for
the services at Quitters, Inc., “passing the card to the receptionist” (211).
All these events happen towards the beginning of the story. The business card does not
appear again until the very end of the story, when Morrison “takes a small white business card”
and gives it to another smoker who is not happy with his life (226). At the end of the story, the
business card is still a symbol of a new opportunity. However, the reader knows something that
this smoker doesn’t, and that is the only reason Morrison’s life has improved is because Quitters,
Inc. has threatened extreme violence on his wife and son if he smokes (218). Although the
business card keeps its original symbolic meaning, a new layer has been added that creates a
sense of foreboding. To the smoker, it is a symbol of hope, but when the reader sees Morrison
handing out a card just as was handed to him at the beginning of the story, the symbol triggers all
the horrible things that the Quitters, Inc. did to Morrison. King the sense of foreboding by
leaving the reader wondering if this new potential client will face similar threats and harm.
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King also uses imagery in this story, one example being missing fingers. The first
mention of missing fingers appears when Donatti, a representative of Quitters, Inc., talks about
the founder, Mort “Three-Fingers” Minelli (218). Right after mentioning his name, it is also
stated that he was a heavy smoker and died of lung cancer (218). Although no explicit
connection is made, King creates an association between missing fingers and smoking is in this
seen. In the second instance when missing fingers are mentioned, Donatti tells Morrison that not
only is he no longer allowed to smoke, but if he goes over his new prescribed weight limit,
“we’ll send someone out to your house to cut off your wife’s little finger” (226). At this moment,
the connection has gone from implied to explicit. Missing fingers are now an image of the
treatment and although the narrative does not confirm this, it suggests that the founder of the
program lost his fingers because of his own “treatment.” Like the card, the missing fingers make
an appearance at the end of the story. In the final scene, Morrison and his wife meet Jimmy
McCanns, the man who recommended him to the program, and his wife. After noting that she
looks “very, very happy” Morrison shakes Mrs. McCanns’s hand, noting that “there was
something odd about her grip, and halfway through the second act, he realizes what it was. The
little finger on her right hand is missing” (227). By noting how happy Mrs. McCanns is, the tone
of the final scene is supposed to be joyful. It’s a celebratory moment between two couples whose
husbands have significantly bettered their lives. However, because the reader knows what the
missing finger represent, it adds sense of foreboding to the ending. Although it is not stated,
because the reader knows what the image implies, the reader knows that even though these
characters are outwardly celebrating their success, there have also been acts of violence
committed in private, and the potential for more to come.
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Benjamin Percy also uses symbolism in his fiction. The beginning lines of his short story
“The Cold Boy” reads:
The forest is hardwood, and the branches of the oaks and sycamores bare except for the
crows, hundreds of them, all huddled like little men in black jackets. Together they make
a strange music – muttering to one another in rusty voices as they click their beaks and
rustle their feathers and claw at the bark – that can be heard a quarter mile away, across a
snowy cornfield, where Ray stands on a frozen pond (3).
Giving this much detail to the crows – a symbol of death – and mentioning them at the beginning
of the story, establishes their significance. Shortly after, Ray’s nephew falls under the ice in the
pond (4). The events are not causal, but because they appear in close proximity, establishing a
relationship is created between the two. Although it is not yet clear in the story how to two are
related, the image of the crow is connected to the boy.
The next mention of the crows begins to define the connection between the two subjects.
Ray has rescued the boy from the pond and is trying to warm him up by offering him hot food
(8). However, the boy refuses everything Ray offers and instead opts to stand in front of an open
freezer, eating large amounts of ice cream (8). The boy finishes the ice cream but is still hungry,
causing Ray to go outside and create a dessert from snow and maple syrup (9). It is at this point
that the crows appear again: “The crows are overhead, hundreds of them, a circling black eddy
that blots out the sun” (9). Ray also sees a feather in the boy’s dessert, and when he stops him
from eating it, the boy gives him a “hateful expression, hissing” (9). These interactions begin to
solidify and characterize the symbol of the crow in relation to the boy. It is clear that even
though the boy was rescued from the pond, he is not ok. The boy introduces suspicion by
rejecting the hot food and opting for the frozen, just after being pulled from a frozen pond. His
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reaction towards his uncle confirms the suspicion that he is not normal. At the same time as the
boy exhibits this behavior, the crows become more active outside. The two are also intimately
connected by the boy trying to ingest the feather of a crow. The relationship is now more
defined. The crows were present, but still, when the boy fell into the pond. The crows are now
active as it becomes clearer to the reader that the boy is not normal. This begins to define the
crow as not just a symbol of death, but a symbol of the boy’s death.
Just as King did in “Quitters, Inc.”, Percy concludes his story by highlighting the symbol.
The boy has left the house, and when Ray leaves his house to look for him, he finds dead crows
all over the yard (15). The ending does not tell what happened to the boy. However, the symbol
does the heavy lifting in suggesting what might have happened. Because the crow has been
established as a symbol of the boy’s death, all of them dying suggests that the boy’s state is stuck
between death and life. As with King’s symbols, Percy’s symbol creates a sense of foreboding at
the end of his story. As previously stated, King notes the importance of using symbols with
previously established cultural meanings. Because the crow is a symbol of death and decay and
the crow is connected to the boy, the reader is left wondering how the boy will function in his
new state.
Shirley Jackson also employs the use of symbolism in her stories. Her short story,
“Paranoia” uses a box of chocolates as a symbol. The box of chocolates is a birthday gift that Mr.
Beresford gets for his wife (3). It is important to note that he is “pleased with himself particularly
for remembering” as he “stepped out of the candy shop with a great box under his arm” (3). This
early narration is establishing the box of candy as a symbol of Beresford’s commitment to his
wife. He is proud of himself for getting it as a gift for a birthday he is proud to have remembered.
The story narrative of the story continues to be a sequence of events where Beresford feels
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increasingly threatened, and that people are stalking him. It is important to note that during each
incident, Jackson mentions the box of candy. When he is first yelled at by a driver and people are
laughing at him, he walks away with “his candy box under his arm” (5). When he first suspects
the man in the light hat of following him, he “[settles] his candy box firmly under his arm” (5).
When he is cornered by multiple people in a souvenir store, he thinks he is “caught in such a
crisis” but still “clutched his box of candy under his arm” (7). The box of candy is mentioned by
the bus driver who refuses to let Beresford off at any bus stop (10). Jackson mentions the box of
candy each time Beresford’s sense of danger is heightened. Because Jackson initially established
the box of candy as a symbol of his bond to his wife, the narrative is using the box of chocolates
to highlight the danger he is willing to face for his wife.
This connection is important in the final scene. After being stalked all around the city, he
makes it home and “[hands] her the box of candy limply” and she [takes] it, hardly noticing it”
(14). Jackson creates an iron ending because the symbol that represents the bond between these
two has up until this point, been treated with great respect. Beresford has protected it while
evading multiple perceived threats, and after all the danger he has faced, he hands this protected
item over limply, and it is barely received with any significance. This creates unease because the
reader knows the significance of this symbol. Because his wife barely notices the box of candy,
the reader knows that the feelings of commitment are not reciprocal. This is a clue that is given
to us before the narrative confirms it at the very end when Beresford overhears his wife talking
to his supposed stalkers (14).
I am attempting to implement the same use of symbolism to create a sense of foreboding
in my own fiction. I establish multiple symbols in my story “The Upholsterer.” The cold is a
symbol that appears at the very beginning: “The homeless were in danger of being killed during
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the night. The freeze warning coming from abc7 Chicago was nearly drowned out from snow
and wind assaulting the windows that faced West Kenzie Street. The newscaster urged all those
who were able to offer shelter to those in need to please do so.”
The cold as a symbol that is associated with being cast out, othered. I framed this through
a weather report so that I could tie in the very real danger of being cast out with the larger theme
of those that are not normally welcome. These homeless individuals have a very real chance of
freezing to death, but instead of the scene taking place at the entrance of a soup kitchen, where
they would normally be taken in from the elements, there is a plea from the weatherperson to
those that do have shelter and warmth, to offer it to those that are on the outside. I continue this
sentiment at the end of the first scene after Aiden has his first impressions of the chair: “He
crossed the bridge over the freezing Chicago River, stopping to give a homeless man a few
dollars. He pitied anybody that would be left out that night.” Again, I mention the cold while also
mentioning those that are cast out. I didn’t write that the homeless person chose to stay outside,
but that he was left outside. I wanted to emphasize that he has been cast out and othered. He has
been denied a sense of belonging. I continue the sentiment once Aiden has transformed into the
chair. After the store has closed, and Aiden is the only one there, he notices that “The warmth of
customer conversations was replaced by the cold during the night.” He could also hear “a man
banging on the front door, hoping to be let in.” I purposely placed the cold in proximity to those
that have been cast out. Aiden is not who he was at the beginning of the story, one who ventured
temporarily into the cold from a place of warmth. He is now slowly moving into the cold. His
sense of loneliness and desperation are amplified by the man trying to break into the store. The
man is a foreshadowing of Aiden’s life. This culmination of the symbol plays out literally at the
end of the story. Aiden, in the form of a chair, is carried out of his own home by Stephen, and is
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left out in the snow. Throughout the story, the cold has represented those that have been cast out,
the othered. The cold at the end of the story highlights the loss of the last remaining connection
Aiden had to his family.
The second symbol I employ in “The Upholsterer” is the butterfly. I wanted to use this
symbol to add supernatural elements to this story. The world of this story is not one where
supernatural instances occur regularly. Because of this, I needed a vehicle to introduce that
crossover between realism and supernatural. I chose to use the Irish lore of the butterfly to
achieve this effect. The first scene this symbol is used is when Delaney has the nightmare. This
scene was very important in establishing the symbol. I used the scenario of the nightmare it
being about her father dying so that there would be negative emotions associated with the
butterfly, specifically fear and danger of loss. I also included the Irish lore of the butterfly so that
the reader would be primed for Aiden’s transformation. I wanted the reader to have a lingering
sense of superstition and the supernatural when the symbol appeared next. The next time the
butterfly appears is during the Aiden’s transformation scene. I was very deliberate with how I
positioned the symbol in this scene. I chose to make it butterfly pin so that I would have a
tangible object that would make Aiden think of Delaney, and thus, remind the reader of
Delaney’s mention of the butterfly and the lore in that scene. I also wanted to make it a pin so
that Aiden would injure himself, and bleed onto the chair, making the blood an additional
symbol. As King previously states, a common cultural symbolic meaning for blood is life, and if
Aiden was to literally become a chair, I felt part of his life literally being mixed with the chair
would help justify the transition. This was my attempt at achieving the supernatural event. With
the butterfly lore being established as a passage between worlds, having one cause part of
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Aiden’s life to literally be transferred to the chair felt like the best way to include this unreal
event in a real environment.
I also chose to use symbolism in my story, “Summer, 2002.” My intentions with this
story were to try and capture the differences in perceived danger between parents and their
children. I was the same age as the boys in this story during this year and I remember becoming
newly aware to my parents’ concerns for my safety that had not been as obvious before. I wanted
to use the symbol of the van to help achieve this. The van first appears when Mama Pugs is
scolding the boys for attempting to elicit porn on the internet. During her lecture, she mentions
that she saw on a case on television where a boy was abducted in a van by someone he had met
online. I didn’t want to draw attention to the symbol but mention it just enough to create a
connection with the reader. I purposely embedded it in this scene of the boys being scolded and
lectured about safety so that the van would have a connection to danger. I wanted to put the van
in the shadow of the chatrooms so that there wasn’t too much attention, making it obvious that
the van would return later in the narrative. The van doesn’t appear again until the very end of the
story. Percy notes that this a prime place to position important images, stating that “incredible
images almost always align with the introductory sequence and the climax” (49). Jameson sees
the van and is only concerned with its presence in that he thinks it is Mama Pugs catching them
playing outside. Although I express the character’s relief, I wanted the appearance of the van to
begin creating tension in the scene without the characters being in distress. In their minds, Old
Man Leeland is the primary threat, and it would put all of the boys on edge if he made an
appearance. The van is supposed to represent the more subtle and realistic danger. At the end of
the story, Logan is missing and while Jameson is franticly telling his mom to call the police on
Old Man Leeland, the van races by, nearly hitting Jameson’s mom’s car. I wanted this scene to
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achieve the “quick camera cut” effect Percy discussed in his essay in images. Jameson still does
not register it as the threat, but I want the reader to. It’s never resolved what happened to Logan.
He might just simply be hiding somewhere. However, I wanted the van to be a symbol that
leaves the reader in a state of suspense. I want the reader to at least ask if Logan was abducted.
A final story that I employ symbolism is “The Christmas Gift.” The story is about an
older, lonely man, Neill, who receives an Apple TV as a Christmas gift. The Apple TV used to
belong to Lucas, and still has all his information on the device. Neill finds this out when
scrolling through Neill’s photos, one of which shows Lucas playing the guitar. The guitar is the
main symbol I wanted to use in the story. After seeing the picture, Neill directly looks at his own
guitar and even talks to himself, pretending to have banter with Lucas. I wanted this early scene
to establish the guitar a symbol that is the bond between Neill and Lucas. Even though they have
not yet met in the story, it is element that sparks Neill’s curiosity in Lucas. This is exacerbated
during a scene towards the end of the story when Neill is invited to sit in with Neill’s band. Neill
comes alive, and the moment is so meaningful to him that he flirts with the thought of one day
being a family with Neill and his mother, Patrice. I wanted this scene to solidify what the guitar
means for both of them. Being able to play together is changing Neill’s life. I set up this symbol
and use it at the end, to represent the end of the relationship. After finding out that Neill has been
looking at Neill’s life through his Apple TV, Lucas and Patrice leave, slamming the door behind
them which causes Neill’s guitar to fall off of the wall. I wanted the guitar falling to symbolize
the break of the relationship. I want the symbol to do the work that conversation would have.
It is the attention to craft techniques to enhance a story that help bridge the divide
between literary and genre fiction. Shirley Jackson, Benjamin Percy, and Stephen King all draw
attention to the use of symbolism and imagery as such craft techniques. Not only do these
12

authors write about such techniques, but they employ the techniques in their fiction to create a
sense of foreboding. This use has directly influenced my own fiction. I wish to bring literary
fiction techniques and merge them with emotionally charged genre fiction. Employing symbols
and imagery are tangible ways I attempt to achieve this.
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CHAPTER II
NUMBER 1 FAN
"I love you. You're my best friend and I would do anything for you. But that might have

been the absolute dumbest shit you have ever done." Felix's consciousness was slowly being
restored, with Trinity's chastisement the first thing that greeted him.
"And believe me, the next time you do something this incredibly, monumentally,
supremely stupid, I'm not bringing you back here to be your nurse. Now get up so we can get
some breakfast."
*
"I'll have a mimosa, you know what, make it two."
"He'll have coffee, black. He's had enough fun with alcohol for a while," Trinity said.
The two sat at a table at the Arts Club Cafe, their weekly brunch spot in Chicago’s Gold coast
district. Usually the two were there under better circumstances.
"Ok, what I did wasn't great, but I did call you. I do deserve credit for that," Felix said.
"Yes, you did call me, to tell me you roofied yourself. How in the actual fuck do
accidentally roofie yourself? Also, this doesn't excuse you from the discussion we are going to
have at a later date where you explain why in the Hell you have that shit to begin with."
"Well, it wasn't an accident." Trinity leaned back in her seat. Felix wasn't sure if he
would rather her sit and stare at him indefinitely or yell at him. It was probably better for the
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other guests that she didn't yell, but in their twenty years of being friends, she had never been
angry enough with him to the point of being speechless.
"I'm going to pray to God that maybe, just maybe I misunderstood what you said, and
that you did not go to a bar alone last night, roofie yourself on purpose, and then call me to pick
you up." It was Felix's turn for the long silence.
"No, that's about right."

"I'm going to kill you, but I really want the last thing you say to me is an explanation of
why you would ever be driven to be so fucking careless."
"This isn't going to help, but I'm going to tell the truth. I was kind of hoping someone
would recognize me and take me back to their place."
"You fucking what?" Trinity said. The waitress had brought coffee and couldn't have
been more eager to walk away.
"I was hoping someone would recognize me, maybe like a fan or something, and, I don't
know, not like abduct me, but take me back to their place or something."
"I'm going to have you committed," Trinity said.
"It's just, nobody knows who I am. I have two collections of short stories out and a novel.
Nobody recognizes me. My own family barely knows my work."
"Let me get this straight, you purposely incapacitated yourself, in public, alone, hoping
that some superfan would be there and take you back to their place?"
"It sounded like a really good idea last night."
"There is no scenario where that is ever a good idea. I'm going to put aside my anger for a
minute and try and be your friend. You have talent, I've been reading your stuff since our
creative writing class in high school, but this is going to take some time. You don't need this kind
15

of sick validation of being a character in a Stephen King novel where a fan chains you to a bed."
The waitress brought their food and tried her hardest not to make eye contact.
"You know it's not just in his novels. King actually did have someone break into his
house. He wasn't there though. His wife came downstairs to find a man in their kitchen."
"Yes, and thankfully they are both still alive. There are far better ways to measure
success. This isn't it, Felix." The two finished their brunch in silence.

*
Felix went to the Red Line to go to work. He could drive, but he liked to stare at people
on the trains and imagine their stories. He would think about their occupations, if they had a
significant other, maybe a pet cat that died? He wondered if any of them had read his work.
Every time someone would make eye contact, he would start to smile, prepare to sign an
autograph. It never happened. One time, a woman was just trying to tell him that there was
something on his face. Hollandaise sauce. After connecting to the Green Line, he walked to the
University of Chicago, where he was an adjunct lecturer. He mostly taught freshman
composition, but every now and then they would throw him a bone and let him teach an intro to
creative writing course.
"So, what did you think of the story that was assigned for today?" Felix stared at
seventeen blank faces. He usually had a rule about not being the one to break the silence, but his
hangover was urging him to get through class as quickly as possible.
"Ok, can someone at least tell me the major plot points of the story?" The silence
continued until a student towards the back finally raised his hand.
"Yes, Ryan, what did you think?"
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"Honestly, Mr. Wester, I didn't finish the story. I thought it was a little boring. It hasn't
been my favorite author we’ve read this semester." Felix felt like he couldn't say anything. He
could tell Ryan was confused by his reaction. The other students began to stare at each other
nervously. Finally, Felix spoke.
"Ryan, did you bother to do any basic research on the author?"
"No, uhm, I didn't. I'm really sorry, Mr. Wester."

"Ok, everybody, we are calling it quits early today. I suggest you come in next time
having read the story and prepared to discuss." Felix was the first one to leave the room.
*
"Wait, they didn't know it was your story?" Trinity sat on Felix's couch laughing so hard
she almost spilled her wine. "I'm sorry, I bet that didn't feel good, but now I'm not so mad at you
for that stunt you pulled a couple nights ago."
"They aren't serious about their writing. When I was a student, I was taking my
workshops way more seriously than they are."
"Hold up now," Trinity said. "Are they really that bad or are you just mad that they aren't
worshipping the very ground you walk on? Because if that's the reason, you need to check
yourself. You are there to help guide budding writers, not have a personal fan club." Felix stared
into his fireplace. The fire was beginning to die down. He would need to add another log soon.
"You really need to give yourself some time," Trinity continued. "You are in your thirties, and
you already have three publications under your belt."
"Three publications that nobody has read," Felix responded. "It's easy for you to say.
Your interior design firm has taken off. You've got clients all over the city." He willed the words
back into his mind the exact second they left.
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"Excuse me?" Any tone of comfort and warmth had left Trinity's voice. "You think I just
started out with clients? Do you not remember the two years I worked as a secretary, getting
coffee for designers for next to nothing in pay?"
"Listen, I'm sorry," Felix said.
"No, it's your turn to listen. I'm not the top interior designer in the city, but I'm a hell of a
lot farther along than when I started. Also, I've worked for every fucking client I have. And

guess what, none of them owe me their business. I'm thankful for every one of them. In ten
years, I'm sure I'm going to have more business. I would like to even expand to another city. But
I won't get there by thinking the world owes me their attention. You have some readers. Maybe
it's not as high a number as you would like, but be thankful you have any at all. How many
people from our creative writing classes have never published a thing?"
"I'm sorry. It's just that-"
"No. No excuses. You're my absolute best friend, Felix. That wouldn't change if you had
no readers at all. But you're entitled as hell. Look at all you have to be grateful for. You have shit
published. You have connections that got you a job teaching, not that you need it. Your parents
literally let you live in their extra townhouse and give you an allowance. You want the attention
of readers? Fucking earn it." Trinity stood up from the couch, stumbling slightly from the high
volume of red wine consumed.
"At least let me give you a ride home?" Felix said.
"I'll call myself an Uber. Get your shit together, dude."
*
It had been a week and a half since Felix had seen Trinity. She said it was because she
was extra busy with work, but Felix knew there was some lingering tension from their last
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discussion. She was right in what she said. He needed to earn his fan base, but what if he never
did? He knew it seemed absurd that he would reach King-level fame, well, maybe he could, but
couldn't he have at least a tenth of the notoriety? Felix wasn't particularly skilled in anything
else, and coming to terms with not being a skilled writer wasn't an option.
"We're ready for you, Mr. Wester."
"Awesome! Let's do this." Felix had been asked to do an interview for the student news

station on campus. He took it as a sign that his luck was finally going to change. Who knew how
many people were going to watch the interview? He would take full advantage. Kate, the
communications major conducting the interview, led him down a cramped hall that led to a small
room with a green screen. There were a couple of mics on a circular table. Felix thought he had
seen more impressive podcast set-ups in people's home studios, but he could make it work.
"Mr. Wester, I'm so thankful that you decided to do this interview. I know this sounds
like such a cliche question, but I don't think there is a better place to start. When did you first
decide to write?"
"I didn't start actually writing until my freshman year at Walter Peyton Prep. There was
an intro creative writing course that I took and I immediately fell in love. I had been a reader for
as long as I can remember. I loved escaping from our world into the book's, but I didn't think that
normal people could be writers. I guess I wasn't sure where they came from. I didn't think that to
be a writer, you just had to start writing."
"Who were some of your favorite writers growing up?" Kate asked.
"Well, when I was in elementary school, I loved adventure novels. I read a lot of Gary
Paulsen and Jean Craighead George. I've lived in Chicago my whole life. I guess there was
something enticing about reading stories of young boys living out in the wilderness. It may as
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well have been a fantasy world. As I got older, I became obsessed with Stephen King. I got ahold
of The Shining and it was game over." Felix loved the attention he was getting. He thought about
all the interviews he had watched of authors he admired. He thought about how many future
writers would watch this interview, admiring him the same way he looked up to so many others.
"That's so interesting. How do you think those writers have influenced your latest
collection of stories, Sounds from Chestnut and Oak?"

"It's LaSalle."
"I'm sorry?" Kate said.
"It's Sounds from LaSalle and Oak. Chestnut and Oak doesn't even make sense. Those
roads don't even intersect. They run perpendicular to each other. Why would I name a collection
that?"
"I, uhm."
"Did you even read the stories before doing this interview?" Felix said.
"No. I'm so sorry. I have so much work with school. I read some reviews and thought-"
"What? You thought you could talk to me about my writing without actually having read
a single story I wrote? You could have at least written the damn title down. Listen, honey, maybe
do some research before the next time you decide to do one of these." What a waste of time this
was. This interview was supposed to kick off his climb to fame. He decided to squeeze some last
moment value from the interview, and grabbed the microphone. "If any of my real fans have
been listening or watching this and would like to discuss my work, I live at 124 W. Oak and am
usually home by 8 p.m. on weeknights." He slammed his headphones down and left the studio.
*
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Felix lay in his bed. He didn't bother showing up to teach his class the day after the
interview. He was sure he had an email in his inbox from the dean saying he was fired. He didn't
need to be teaching students that didn't value his work anyways. He did read his texts that Trinity
had sent the day of the interview.
- What the fuck was that?
- How could you be so mean to her?

- Did you just dox yourself on live air?
- Sort your fucking life out dude.
Felix took this to be betrayal. He was losing his job and she was going to leave him alone
when he needed her most? She must be too busy with her apparent booming career to take time
out to help her best friend. Would they still be best friends once Felix got his first large advance?
He had always dreamed about buying a house for them to both live in. Maybe his plans needed
to change. If she wasn't loyal to him now, would she just be around him for his fame and money
in the future? Would she use his connections just to push her design firm? Some friend.
Felix was scrolling through his Twitter feed, the blue light from his phone being the only
illumination in the house, when he heard a noise on the lower level. He got up from his bed and
walked to his staircase, peeking over the railing. He heard the distinct sound of glass breaking.
His heart rate quickened. Could this be it? Was his first superfan breaking into his home? He
knew making his address public was the right thing to do. Hell, he probably would have had tons
more fans at his home if he would have done this sooner. As he walked down the staircase, he
began to imagine all the book signings he would have. He imagined the large advance checks
from his publishers. He pictured entire shelves in bookstores having nothing but his work on
them.
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Felix made it to the first level of his home and saw the glass on his kitchen door that led
outside had been broken. Nobody was in the room, so he made his way down the hall. He heard
shuffling from his living room, and when he entered, he startled a man that looked to be in his
mid-forties, rummaging through drawers.
"Hey! What's your name?”
"What the hell!" The man dropped a black duffle bag and knocked picture of Felix and

his parents off of a shelf. "Like I'm going to fucking tell you."
"That's ok, listen, if you want one of those first editions, I can even sign it. Who can I
make it out to?" The man was frozen.
"Are you going to call the cops or some shit?"
"No, that's not necessary. I mean I prefer you don't hurt me, but I'm flattered. This is
almost just like King."
"King who?"
"Stephen, Stephen King. Anyways, what is your favorite story?" The man dropped a
black duffle bag.
"What the fuck are you talking about?"
"From the collection," Felix said. "Or is it the novel? I know they are far more popular
than short story collections these days, but I really thought that since people didn't have large
chunks of time for people to read, they would-"
"Buddy, I don't know who the fuck you are, but I came here to steal your shit and sell it."
Felix was stunned. He was just being robbed. This guy had never heard of him.
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"Listen, you know I can sign a copy at least." The man left through the kitchen door.
Felix looked at the mess that had been made in the living room. Most of the contents from the
shelves had been thrown on the floor. He decided he would pick it up in the morning

23

CHAPTER III
BODY FARM
The night when a beetle crawled from his thinned hairline and into a tear in his cheek was

one of the nights that bothered me most. I think it's because it didn't seem to bother him. My
dead twin brother had resigned himself to being the beetle’s new home. He looked over at the
microwave clock and then back at me.
"I need to go," he said, because rules were rules.
After the door closed behind him, I began the routine. After about a week and a half, I
was pretty good at it. Instead of mopping the tile each night, I could lay newspapers like a tarp
down the hall. I lit a candle and opened all the windows. I put a fan in the room. If I did this an
hour before the shift changeover, the smell was almost gone by the time morning security
arrived. I barely noticed the smell myself after the first week, though occasionally I’d still get a
sudden hit of it while putting my clothes into the washer. After the cleanup, I sat at the table in
the break room. The morning security guards believed I only did my rounds, drank coffee, and
read Tom Clancy novels.
At ten till seven, the door opened again.
"Good morning, Desmund!" Michael said.
"Morning, Mike." Why was he so cheerful in the morning, especially working around the
dead? Have some fucking respect. I never made small talk. Quickly, I'd grab my thermos,
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lunchbox, and book and hurry to my Bronco in the parking lot without Michael seeing my face.
Usually, I made it past the front gate before I began to sob.
*
I decided to get out of bed when I saw the alarm clock read two minutes 'til five. I could
have gotten up when it said two minutes 'til one, since I didn't sleep much during that time. My
neighbors pulled into their driveways, ending their workdays right as I was about to start mine.

Even then, I still made sure to shave every day. I guess it was a souvenir I kept from Uncle Sam.
I guided my razor across my face, erasing layers of Barbasol. I traced the same areas of my
cheek where I had seen the tear in Norman's. I wondered if when my time came, I would look
like that too. Twins enter the world the same way, but do those rules apply when they leave it? I
coughed up some blood in the sink. I knew what it meant. No sense in fighting it.
I put on my navy-blue security guard uniform, strapping on my duty belt with a Colt
1911 and two spare magazines of ammo. I told myself I’d never have a job again where I had to
pick up a gun. I had enough of that in Europe. Eighteen is too young to make those decisions.
And live with them. Norman took that decision out of my hands. A month ago we were on our
porch, drinking away our days of retirement in a cabin we’d bought together in the Smokies. He
cracked open a Schlitz and without even looking at me, told me it was back.
"The doctor says my time's about up. I was lucky enough to beat it the first, but I'm tired
now, Desmund."
"So now is when you choose to stop being such a stubborn son of a bitch? You're just
going to throw in the towel, huh?" This wasn't part of the deal. We made the promise at eighteen.
We came in together and we were going to leave together.
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"I do have some good news for you, though. You don't have to waste time carrying me to
a cemetery. I'm donating myself to the body farm on campus."
"Why the fuck are you doing that? Giving that place thirty years as a professor wasn't
enough?"
"It's not your decision." Norman crushed a Schlitz can under his foot and grabbed another
from the cooler. "The kids know about it and it doesn't make sense being buried next to Eve.

They do a lot of good work at the University. It's done. Settled." That conversation was two
weeks before he died. The day after he told me I went out to the anthropology department at the
University of Tennessee Knoxville to get a tour of the body farm. They had used it for all sorts of
things, trying to see how bodies decomposed in certain environments. Some of them were left
under tarps, some out in the open. One of them was left in a trunk of an old rusted out car. They
told me it was useful to federal agencies and scientists, being able to have a controlled
environment. I spoke with the director after the tour and found out they were hiring a security
guard for the night shift. The work they did was very sensitive and they couldn't risk leaving the
bodies unguarded, especially will all those drunken shit for brains roaming around on weekend
nights. Their night guard had quit unexpectedly. Spooked, I guess. I wasn't going to enjoy
retirement with Norman anyways, so I brought up my time in the service, about the only time I
ever wanted to, got the job the next day, and started soon after that. I wasn't going to leave
Norman there alone.
I spent most of first shift trying to find Norman. I did my very best not trying not to
disturb the sites. I wore a set of medical gloves to gently lift up tarps, a mask to help block out
the smell. The more of them that I saw, the less I wanted to find Norman. I gave up after a while.
He had only passed two days prior and I figured they hadn't put him out yet. When I went to the
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break room to read and drink some coffee, Norman was sitting in a chair at the table. I thought
that it had happened; what happens when you lose someone that you had never spent more than
two weeks apart from. We didn't talk that first night. I sat across from him. It was the first time I
ever remember thinking of ourselves as separate. Distinct. I went home from work and put away
a case of Schlitz until I passed out. He was there the next night, and the night after that, so we
talked. I wasn't going to wish that away.

*
I took extra care to make sure there wasn't a round in the chamber and that my Colt was
on safe before I put it in its holster. I made my ham and cheese sandwich and put it in my
lunchbox. Norman used to make fun of me for making a ham and cheese sandwich for lunch
every day. I told him I would switch it up and make a cheese and ham sandwich instead. I filled
my thermos and got in my Bronco. At the body farm, Michael was ready to hand the place over
and go home to nuke his supper and be with his family. I laid down my path of newspaper along
the hall; it was amazing how many stacks of newspapers Norman had kept over the years. I heard
the door open shortly after my first round. The smell announced itself. Norma’s slow steps
squished with mud, a dull cadence that built up to a welcomed horror. Each night, I wondered
how much less of him there would be. How much of a person was their physical being and how
much was their spirit? How much of Norman could rot away before he stopped being Norman?
He sat down across from me. There wasn't much of his hair left. Moss was taking over the left
half of his face. His jawline was exposed.
"You look like shit, brother," he said.
"Haven't been able to sleep much lately. I like what you've done with your hair." I think
he would have laughed if he could have.
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"Well, you don't get much rest on this side," he said. That was what bothered me most,
that he had knowledge of a place that I didn't. That he understood something I couldn't.
"I've seen him, Desmund." I didn't have to ask who it was. We didn't know his name, but
never had to. Him—that was enough.
"Don't worry, he didn't get donated here too. I can talk to him though. I can talk to a lot of
people we knew."

"And you chose him of all fucking people?"
"He wasn't a true believer, Desmund. Just a young pup like us doing what he thought he
was supposed to do. I'm not saying he was on the right side. Apparently he didn't even know
about all of the other shit. Got killed later that year."
That cold that went to the bone started to come back. Part of that cold never leave. We
were eighteen. Norman and I jumped into France with the 82nd Airborne. We had been in
country for only a couple of months before the night we had to cross that river. There wasn't
supposed to be any Germans in the area, but a lone sniper stayed behind, picked off every man
from our unit except Norman and me as we crossed the river. Norman and I made it to land. A
bullet ricocheted and hit his helmet, knocking him out. I lay down beside him and for three days
played dead. Norman would come in and out of consciousness during that time. I would try and
calm him down when I would hear him come to, hoping he would not move enough to be seen
by anybody watching. It took extreme discipline not to move in the daytime. There was a
morning when a beetle crawled on Norman's face and sat there. Thankfully, he was unconscious
then. At night, we would whisper to each other, still not moving. We stuck our faces to the mud.
Finally, the Americans came and we could move again.
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I stared at him from across the table. "I just don't see why you’re wasting your time on
him."
"Time is one thing I have plenty of, Desmund."
"Have you talked to Eve?" I asked.
"Haven't worked up the courage to look for her yet."
"I'm really sorry."

"I know," he said. It made it easier being able to know what each other meant without
having to say it all. It was easier than having to say sorry that I didn't stand on my own two feet
after we got back from the war. Sorry that I followed you and Eve from town to town. Sorry that
what was supposed to be a few weeks kept extending, causing you and your wife got a divorce.
"She didn't know what you went through over there. I just have slivers of it. You were
there for the whole thing. If it wasn't you, it would have been something else."
"Maybe you're right." He wasn't right. They loved each other fully. Norman and I had
been in a bar up near Chicago on a short leave right after we had finished basic. Eve was sitting
up at her bar with her friends. She saw Norman walking up to grab more beers and said to her
friends, "Now that's what I like about the South." They married right after we came back from
Europe. Norman and I broth enrolled in Southern Illinois Carbondale. He went on to get a PhD
in history, eventually becoming a professor in Knoxville. I went for library science. Figured
there would always be a library for me to work at wherever Norman went. I tried to make
excuses to always be there. Offered to babysit their sons, but I ended up finding a way to stay
around when Norman and Eve came back from their nights out. Eve was understanding at first.
"I needed to stand up on my own two feet. I'm sorry, Norman."

29

"Nothing's going to change it now. Make peace with whatever you need to. You're going
to be on this side soon."
"The hell are you talking about?" I said.
"I can smell it. Same smell that hung around me. You coughing up blood yet?" There was
no sense in lying to him. Even if I did, he would know. "The sun is going to come up soon," he
said.

*
I hadn't dreamed about Europe in a while. It was worse that time. Usually it was a replay
of the events as they pretty much happened. Both of us cold, me wondering if my back rising
from breathing in too much would give me away. Mud pushing into my mouth and nose. That
dream was worse. Norman never made it to shore. Slipped through my hands. Spotted like the
rest of our brothers. I saw his face, deteriorated, beetle crawling through his cheek.
I woke up and went through my routine. Shave. Blood in sink. Uniform. Belt. Gun.
Coffee. Ham and cheese. Cheese and ham. I arrived at the body farm and did the normal routine.
After my first round, I poured my coffee and read my book. He didn't come. After about two
hours I went to look for him. I tried to be delicate. I lifted the tarps and checked the trunk of the
car. I went back to the break room periodically to see if he was there. He wasn't. I spent hours
searching the grounds. The sun was beginning to come up. I became desperate. I ripped tarps and
threw them. I moved the bodies, everything I wasn't supposed to. He wasn't on the farm.
I heard leaves rustling behind me. An anthropology student was standing there.
"Hey, man! What the hell are you doing?" He looked at me in disbelief. I had completely
ruined the areas I was supposed to protect.
"Are you a real security guard?" he asked.
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"Yeah, he is.” Michael had arrived for his shift. “Desmund, what are you doing, buddy?"
"We can't use any of this now,” the student said. “It's all ruined. Do you know how hard
it is to even get these donations?"
"Where’s my brother?" I asked.
Both of them had blank faces. How could they not know Norman? Did they not even learn the
names of those that offered themselves to this place?

"Listen, man. I don't know who that is,” the student said.
"He’s my brother. He's been here for almost two weeks. Where the fuck did you put
him?"
"Desmund, I'm sure he's somewhere around here. Let's go back to the building and we
can sort this out, ok?"
"I'm sorry," the student said, "but two weeks is a long time in this heat. Sometimes that's
as long as we keep a body. I know a few groups finished up their studies yesterday. A body was
cremated. I don't know if it was him or not."
*
I'm not sure the exact order of what came next. I remember flipping the strap off of my
holster to draw my Colt. I wasn't going to kill the kid. I didn't even keep a round in the chamber.
Maybe I wanted to scare him. Maybe I was just that angry. Maybe I was thinking about some
suicide by cop bullshit. That maybe if I died there, I would find Norman. I didn't really give
Michael much of a choice. He had to. That wasn't fair to him.
But Norman's not here. I look every night. I have to go, though. The sun is going to be up
soon.
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CHAPTER IV
SUMMER, 2002
Time stood still as the three boys watched their arrow land in Old Man Leeland’s yard.

“Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit oh shit. You really did it this time. We’re fucked, fucked I tell
you.”
“Will you shut the fuck up, Pugs? If you keep making noise, we will be fucked. I got
this.” Jameson tried to block out Pugs's dramatics, focusing on the yard across the street.
“Just be careful, man. You know what they say, right? His wife has got some kind of
disease. She only eats meat, only she’s not ok with regular meat anymore. He captures kids and
feeds them to her!”
“Pugs, you’re a fucking idiot to believe that.”
“I’d rather be an idiot than food. That’s what happened to Nathan Wheeler. Remember he
just stopped showing up to school in the middle of the week? He was gotten!” Jameson stared at
Pugs in silence for an uncomfortably long time.
“Nathan Wheeler’s old man is in the military, and he got moved to an Army base in
Colorado, shit for brains. Half of the dads on this block have been deployed since last year.
That’s why he left. Now keep an eye out. Logan go ahead and watch the doors.”
“Wait!”
“Pugs, I’m running out of fucking time here. What is it?”
“If, you don’t make it back, can I have your bb gun?”
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“I’m going to make it back and then shoot you with the bb gun myself for getting us into
this mess.” Jameson, being the fastest of the three, was elected for the task. He tightened the
laces on his black Converse Allstars and dashed across the street to Old Man Leeland’s yard. He
didn’t slow himself down by looking at the doors or windows. He was laser-focused on the
arrow sitting to the left of Old Man Leeland’s porch. The arrow that Pugs had so gracefully shot
into his yard when trying to display to his friends why he should be allowed to be Legolas that

day. The film adaptation of The Fellowship of the Ring had been released that winter, with the
second installment to be released this year. Their love for all things Middle Earth further
solidified the friend group. Jameson was back to his friends in what seemed like eternity but was
closer to thirty seconds.
“Holy shit, Jameson, you did it! You’re going to be a fucking legend on the block!” Pugs
said.
“Yeah, and you know who’s not going to be a legend, you if you keep shooting our
arrows into Old Man Leeland’s yard. You have to be Gimli for the rest of the week.”
Logan returned from his scouting position.
“There was no sign of him. You saved our assess. One wrong move and we would have
all been food for Leeland’s old lady," Logan said.
“Don’t tell me you actually believe Pugs’s shit, Logan.”
“Hey, man, all I’m saying is there was that one week when Nathan Wheeler—”
“He moved to fucking Colorado! I’ll get his phone number from my mom. I swear, you
guys will die from stupidity before you die from cannibalism. Now, we still got some time before
the streetlights come on.”
“Ok cool. Jameson, give me the—”
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“No more arrows, Pugs!”
*
The streetlights simultaneously flickered on, signaling the end of the first night of any
fifth grader’s favorite time of year. Slugtown Middle School had just let out for summer the
previous Friday, and although their first night included an almost run-in with whom Pugs
deemed evil-incarnate, the three boys looked forward to three months of freedom. Pugs,

Jameson, and Logan all lived on the same block. They always walked each other home, with
Pugs being the first drop off.
Pugs made it to his front door when the worst thing, second only to being eaten by Old
Man Leeland’s wife, happened. His father met him at the door. Jameson and Logan usually
lingered when dropping off Pugs in hopes that it would happen. If Pug’s father, Papa Pugs, met
him at the door, it meant two things. One, Papa Pugs was going to invite the boys in for dinner,
usually delivery pizza. Two, it meant that there would be ample time for Pugs to be embarrassed.
He would be embarrassed because Pugs’s real name was not Pugs. No parent was that harsh.
Clark was his given name. Pugs earned the name because Papa Pugs had an unhealthy obsession
with, well, pugs. Each time the boys visited, Papa Pugs would show off his latest pug-themed
treasure. Last week he acquired a pug ash tray from eBay. Papa Pugs didn’t smoke. The boys
came inside, careful not to trip over Alister and Leopold, Papa Pugs’s two pugs, and were
promptly whisked to Papa Pugs’s office.
“Isn’t it just the most beautiful thing you have ever seen?” Papa Pugs said.
“Shit, I mean uh, shoot! That is a true work of art,” Logan said. Logan always hated
having to watch his language in the Pug household. He prided himself in being able to outdo his
parents in the art of expletives.
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“I know it. I know it! I stayed on eBay in a fourteen-hour bidding war over this! Now you
see, in the original painting, there are several different types of dogs sitting around playing
poker. But someone, someone who loves them just as much as I do, replaced all the dogs with
just pugs!” Pugs’s face turned a deep amber.
“Dad that’s nice and all but we just spent like six hours playing Lord of the Rings so can
we get some pizza or something?”

“Already ahead of you. Should be here in about twenty.”
*
They boys went up to Pugs’s room. Being an only child, well sort of with Alister and
Leopold, Pugs was spoiled beyond belief. He was always the first of the boys to have the latest
gadgets.
“Look at this. Look at this bad boy right here. I told you I had something. Didn’t I fuckin’
tell you guys I have something!” They all stared at Pugs’s latest acquisition. Sitting on his desk
was a brand-new Dell desktop. Logan, the true tech nerd of the group, tried not to drool.
“And it’s running Windows XP, none of that 98 shit that Logan is running.”
“Hey, shut the fuck up, Pugs, at least something in my house running, you lazy piece of
shit! Besides, we are wasting an opportunity. Do you know what we have here? This is going to
make this summer the best summer ever!”
“Why’s that?” Jameson said.
“Listen, my brother Kyle said told me about AOL instant messenger.”
“It’s APL, numb nuts,” Pugs said.
“You don't know shit. Anyways, he told me there are girls on there that will show you
pictures of their boobs!”
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“Jesus Christ, Logan, you’re making that shit up,” Jameson said.
“No, I’m fucking not. Kyle said there’s like thousands of them on there. All we need to
do is pretend to be Kyle’s age, and we will have all the boobs this summer.”
“That doesn’t sound right. I mean that kind of sounds a little disrespectful don’t you
think? I mean, my mom said that you’re supposed to, like, respect girls and stuff,” Jameson said.
“Listen, Jameson, just because you want to be a Catholic virgin forever doesn’t mean I

have to,” Pugs said.
“Seeing pictures of boobs on the internet doesn’t mean you’re not a virgin anymore,
dumb shit,” Logan said. “You actually have to have sex.”
“Yeah, but remember, make sure you go pee first because if you pee during sex, she’s
pregnant,” Pugs said.
“I’m not a fucking idiot, I know that,” Logan said. “Now let me make an account. What
should our name be?”
“Oh! Make it Adam Levine! Tons of girls will send us pictures if they think we are
famous!”
“That’s a shitty idea, Logan,” Pugs said.
“This whole thing is a shitty idea,” Jameson said.
“I got it! Let me try this.” Logan and Jameson watched as Pugs typed SexyDude into the
computer.
“You have to have number in your name on the internet!” Logan said. Pugs retyped
SexyDude69. Accepted. The boys had their fill of pizza and failed solicitations for the rest of the
night.
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Jameson walked Logan home on the way to his own house. He liked visiting Logan’s
parents when he could. They seemed like the most normal out of the bunch. No obsessions with
particular dog breeds. Neither of them off to war. Logan’s dad was high school history teacher
who liked to ride his motorcycle on the weekends. His mom worked at a bank and spent a lot of
time in their garden. Jameson wondered what it would be like to know that someone was always
going to be home.

*
Jameson woke to his mother explaining that there were left-overs in the fridge, and that
she would be working a double shift at the hospital, not being home until extremely late that
night.
"I just hate that you're always alone here," his mom said.
"It's only for a few more months, then Dad will be back. This whole thing is going to be
wrapped up in no time, especially with Dad there." Jameson's dad was a Green Beret in the
United States Army and was one of the first soldiers to be deployed to Afghanistan after the
attack on the World Trade Center. His father was his hero, and in his mind, the closest real-life
representation to Aragorn that he would ever meet. Aragorn fought evil in Middle Earth and
protected the week. His father was a protector. Jameson carved the Green Beret motto De
Oppresso Liber, "To Liberate the Oppressed", into his wooden sword.
"I love you, mom. I hope work isn't too crazy for you."
"We'll see. You can't lose them all, you know." They both laughed. Both of Jameson's
parents had their own brand of gallows humor to cope with their emotionally demanding
professions.
"Hey, do you think you can get Mr. Wheeler's new phone number? Pugs is one hundred
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percent convinced that Nathan didn't actually move to Colorado, and that Old Man Leeland at
the end of the street fed him to his wife."
"Well of course he did, that's the truth." She laughed as she left the home. Jameson went
into his parents’ bedroom and looked at his father's service picture from basic training. He was
the best father. He made sure to spend as much time with Jameson as he could when he was
home. Their favorite pastime was learning survival skills in the wild. At a fairly young age,

Jameson could build a decent fire and catch small game with snares. He thought about the day he
would be able to enlist in the Army, and trade in his wooden sword for an M4 rifle. He thought
about what it would be like to deploy like his father. He saw footage of troops giving Afghan
kids chocolate. Jameson wondered if that would be the only time they ever got chocolate? The
phone rang.
"Hey dickweed,” said Pugs. “My parents are at work. What do you say we call Logan and
see if we can have any better luck online than we did last night?"
"Damn, Pugs, you really need some help."
"And you really need to shut the fuck up. I'm a healthy boy, now get your ass dressed and
come over."
*
"Four hours and still no tits!"
"Pugs, it's going to be a lot longer than that before you ever see a naked girl," Logan said.
"Fuck you, Logan."
"Fuck you, Pugs."
"Both of you are wasting your time. God can see all this shit you know."
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"Don't go all Catholic on my now, Jameson. Can't you say like twenty Hail Marys or
whateverthefuck?" Pugs said.
"Can you say fuck when talking about God?" Logan said.
"It's not generally advised. Just leave me out of whatever you two find," Jameson said.
He was laying on Pug's bed, flipping through an illustrated version of The Fellowship of the
Ring. He liked the scenes of where the Elves lived the best. He wondered if his dad got to travel

to such beautiful places. He mentioned a lot of sand in the letters. Jameson just prayed that
wherever he was, he stayed safe. He overheard his father telling his mother late one night about a
helicopter crash he was in. Jameson didn't dare ask him about it.
"Holy shitballs guys, come see this shit!"
"What is it, Logan?" Jameson said.
"Please God let it be tits!"
"You can't pray for tits, Pugs!" Jameson said.
"It's worse. look at this guy that messaged me! Look at his name!" Jameson looked at the
screen. It read Leeland45.
"You guys don't think it's him, do you?" Jameson said.
"Of course it's fucking him! We are all old lady food!" Pugs said.
"What does the message say?" Jameson said. Logan was about to read the message but
was interrupted by the sound of the doorknob to Pug's bedroom turning.
*
“Just wait! Just wait! All of your parents are going to be informed immediately. They can
come here to pick you up. You should all feel ashamed!” The boys knew they had truly messed
up when they were able to distract Mama Pugs, who was indifferent to pugs, from her favorite
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way to spend time, watching Law and Order SVU. Mama Pugs did not leave the house often. In
her mind, the world was too dangerous, and it was only through much persuasion from Papa
Pugs that Pugs was even allowed to play outside. Mama Pugs would stand in her bath robe and
curlers, her favorite uniform, and make Pugs recite all the dangers he could face. This ritual took
place every morning and Pug’s list was, up until five minutes ago, sitting at thirty-five items,
with the thirty sixth being-

“AOL Instant Messenger! Do you know how dangerous it is? I was just watching 60
Minutes the other day and they said a boy about your age was messaging someone on the AOL
Instant Messenger that he thought was a girl his age and you know what? You know what? That
boy was taken away in a van and never seen again. Never! Cross my heart and hope to die I hope
that never happens to any of you!”
“Mom, we were just—”
“I know what you boys were doing! How disrespectful! How filthy!”
“Well actually Mama Pugs I tried to tell them that we shouldn’t treat women like that
and—”
“Jameson, I suggest you be quiet. I’m going to tell both your parents when they get here.
And I also saw you all running in poor Mr. Leeland’s yard the other day. Why are you boys
picking on a helpless old man?”
“Actually, Mom, see, he’s not so helpless. You remember Nathan Wheeler—”
“Clark, he moved to Colorado! Shame on you for spreading lies about such a sweet, old
man. The summer for you boys has officially ended!”
*
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It had been two weeks. The boys had not set foot outside of their homes except to collect
the mail and run the trash. If it weren’t for Logan's technical wizardry and smuggling walkie
talkies to Pugs and Jameson, they would have been driven mad.
“Testing, testing. Pugs here, over.”
“Roger that, Logan here”
“Sup, losers. Jameson here.”

“Ok listen, guys. Today is our day. We are going to go outside.”
“What makes you say that, Pugs?” Jameson said.
“Yeah, Einstein, how the fuck do you figure that?” Logan said.
“Shut up, pencil-dick. Listen, my mom is leaving the house today! That means she won’t
be around to see any of us outside!”
“Holy fuck, your mom is leaving the house? Where is she going?” Jameson asked.
“Sorry, fellas but she’s actually coming over here to pay me a visit,” Logan said.
“Hey! Get off my mom. I just got off yours!” Pugs said. “I’m fucking serious. She is
leaving in about twenty minutes. When you guys see the car leave from my driveway, wait
fifteen minutes and then come to my house. Summer is back on!”
*
It seemed like everything wrong had been righted, at least for a little bit. The three boys
hunted pigeons with their bb guns, ate and drank their weight in fruit gushers and Mountain Dew
Livewire, and spent an hour playing Marco Polo in Pugs’s pool. The boys knew this freedom
would be short lived. The boy who received the shortest sentence, Jameson, still had another
month to atone for his sins. The boys sat laying in the yard, sun keeping them warm, knowing
that there was only one way to finish such a fantastic day.
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“How about some Lord of the Rings? What do you say, boys?”
“I was just fucking thinking that, Jameson,” Pugs said.
“Ok. We still got some time before Mama Pugs returns.” Jameson designated himself
Legolas. Even though Aragorn was his favorite character, he gave Logan a chance to be him. It
was a perfect way to end the day. The boys pretended to rid Middle Earth of every last evil thing,
good finally prevailing.

Jameson was suddenly alerted to the sound of a vehicle turning on to the street. He could
barely move. They had been caught. Jameson turned to the noise of the vehicle, fully expecting
to see Mama Pugs pull into the driveway. He knew he was about to lose every summer until he
graduated high school. It wasn’t Mama Pugs, but instead, a white utility van with no windows. It
was driving well under the normal speed, as if to scan all the houses. Flooded with relief,
Jameson turned away.
“That’s it. We are fucking dead,” Pugs said.
“Damn, Jameson. You’ve never lost an arrow. What happened?” Logan, said.
“Sorry, guys, that van just distracted me. I thought for sure it was your mom, Pugs.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter, because we are going to be busted anyways. You are definitely
going to get the arrow from his yard, Jameson.”
“Yeah, like you were ever an option, Pugs. We need to get the arrow back today, not next
week.” Jameson bent down to tighten his laces. “Alright, you boys know the drill. Logan on
lookout, I’m runner, Pugs keep your fucking mouth shut.” Jameson sprinted over to Old Man
Leeland’s house right to where he saw the arrow land. It wasn’t there. A slight panic began to
overtake Jameson. He searched through all of the garden while still trying to hide behind bushes.
There hadn’t been any warning whistles from Pugs or Logan, but he knew his time was running
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low. He finally found the arrow hidden in a tomato plant. Jameson grabbed it and sprinted over
to Pug’s house, brandishing his sign on accomplishment. Neither of the boys were there.
Jameson went to check Pugs and Logan's hiding spots to see if they were still on watch. He
found Pugs. Logan was missing.
"Hey, Pugs, I have the arrow, where is Logan?"
"He isn't at his spot?"

"No, I checked and it's completely empty." Jameson noticed the white van making its
way down their street again. He was filled with relief when his mother's car passed it, stopping at
Pug's house.
"Jameson, I'm very confused to see you outside. Usually when you're grounded, that
means you’re at home?"
"Mom, you're right, and I'm so sorry, but I'm beginning to worry. I can't find Logan."
"He's right. We need to call the police on Old Man Leeland right now!"
"Clark, calm down. Mr. Leeland would never do something like that. Those are silly
rumors that boys have been creating for generations about the old men that live in their
neighborhoods.
"She's right, Pugs. She has Mr. Wheeler's new phone number," Jameson said.
"Uhm, well, I'm sorry, Jameson, but I contacted the base in Colorado and Mr. Wheeler
isn't there. I'm sure he just transferred somewhere else." Jameson's heart rate quickened.
"Can you just help us find Logan, Mom? Please?" The white van raced by Jameson's mom's car,
nearly taking the mirror off. Jameson looked up to see Old Man Leeland watching them from the
window of his house.
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CHAPTER V
THE CHRISTMAS GIFT
The screen read "Welcome back, Lucas." But he wasn't Lucas, he was Neill. He was not

the man in the picture who seemed to be the adventurous mid twenty-something surrounded by
friends, but instead, the fifty-six-year-old toll booth worker who played guitar in his spare time
and since the loss of his father last year, has had close to no social interaction. Neill picked up
the packaging of the Apple TV. He had noticed that there wasn't any plastic wrap on the box, not
usual for Apple, and there seemed to be some very light wear on the enclosure of the device.
Maybe his sister, Carol, bought him a refurbished device. No worries, he would just factory reset
it. He picked up the remote and began to scroll through the settings, finding the photos.
What's the harm in getting to know the previous owner? This is all going to get deleted
anyways. It's only creepy if you keep them, right? Neill saw the Apple ID in the setting. The
name read "Lucas Jenkins". He found Lucas's photos and scrolled through the albums, building
a mental profile of his new acquaintance. There were a few of him out getting drinks with what
seemed to be friends. He had a cocktail. Carol had told Neill that he needed to start drinking
cocktails. Women aren't interested in getting pitchers of beer. You're looking for a date, not dad.
There was a picture of him hiking a trail. Mountains were too big to be the Smokies, must be out
west. The only hiking Neill did was climbing the steps to the L downtown. Neill stopped on one.
"You play guitar, Lucas?" he said. It was a beautiful sonic blue Fender Stratocaster,
probably American made. Neill glanced to his own guitar hanging on the wall of his living room.
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A Gibson Les Paul that was once his father's, placed with the same prominence a piece of
artwork would. There were times when Neill wouldn't even play it, but just stare at the sunburst
finish, marveling at the flamed maple top that shown through the various hues of orange and
yellow. It was getting late, and Neill decided he would reset the device in the morning. He shut it
off and went to bed.
*

Neill woke up the next morning, Christmas Eve, and after having his usual breakfast, he
went into his living room and turned on the Apple TV. He began to scroll over to the settings to
reset the device but saw Lucas's streaming services. Was it really that big of an invasion of
privacy to see what someone watched in their free time? Neill had never been the most outgoing,
and he didn't have the energy to maintain the few friendships he had while taking care of his
father. It was almost like getting to know a new friend. Neill clicked on the HBO Max icon and
saw two profiles, one reading Lucas, and the other, Patrice. Neill wondered if Patrice was his
girlfriend. It was a smart move having separate profiles. Neill had shared multiple streaming
services with Carol and was tired of his algorithm messing up, often recommending The Great
British Baking Show. He clicked on Lucas's profile and saw Band of Brothers, one of Neill's
favorite shows, listed under the continue watching section. Hours of World War Two scenes
flashes over the television screen. He thought about cooking dinner but decided not to,
eventually compromising for a plate of pizza rolls. Neill had finished nearly half of the series
when his telephone rang.
"Hey, it's your favorite sister. Just wanted you to know that I made it back ok."
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Neill turned the volume down, but continued to watch his show, only giving half
attention to Carol. "That's good to hear. You guys doing the traditional Christmas Eve surf and
turf dinner?"
"Harrison is finishing the lobster tail now." Neill wondered why his sister was bothering.
She could have just sent a text. Besides, he had a show to watch. "Hey, listen. I'm really sorry we
aren't there with you. You know we would be if we could?" Neill rolled his eyes. He knew his

sister and brother-in-law's jobs were their main priority. The passing of his father just provided
the necessary transition to no longer gathering in Chicago for the holidays. There was always
more obligation to parents than siblings.
“Well, you don't actually have to feel sorry for me. I made a new friend at work.”
“A new friend at work? How do you make new friends at a toll booth?”
“There are other toll booths, Carol. They haven't replaced us all with automation yet. His
name is Lucas. He's a real nice kid, even plays guitar too.” Neill could hear Harrison announcing
dinner in the background. "Listen, don't you worry about me. Lucas and I will probably grab a
few beers. I'll talk to you later. Say hey to everyone for me."
Neill was just as surprised as his sister for his new friendship. Although he would never
outright admit it to his sister, or anyone, he was lonely. Being an introvert, making friends was
never easy, and most of his social interaction the past several years were spent taking care of his
ailing father. He was tired of his sister's pity. Maybe he would keep Lucas around for a little
longer.
*
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It made sense that he would have to work on Christmas day. His boss had not so subtly
announced that Lucas can be on shift because he, "had nowhere to go and nobody to be with."
He had been watching old Zeppelin concert footage when a car pulled into his lane.
"I can't believe they have you working. Don't they know what day it is?"
"People travel all three hundred and sixty-five, have to have someone here." Neill tore off
the tollway ticket and handed it to the man in his car.

"Well, Merry Christmas!" Neill faked a polite smile and waved to the family. He went
back to his laptop. Hopefully most people would be eating dinner and not on the road. He had an
open Facebook tab and became curious. There was a moment of hesitation. Would it be going
too far? People searched others all of the time. It might have been strange twenty years ago to
spend this much time on a stranger, but technology had changed norms. Right? He typed Lucas's
name into the search bar. Several results appeared. Neill scrolled and there he was, result number
seven. There was some hesitation. It wasn't that Neill thought he was crossing the line from
innocent to villain, putting himself beyond the point of redemption. However, he did wonder if it
would be a small enough change, the small enough change that makes someone sit three seats
away from him on the bus instead of one. He clicked on the profile. It really should have been set
to private. He stopped immediately. His hometown listed, Chicago.
The coincidence gave Neill some relief. If it wasn't ok, why would he be in the same city
as Neill. It only seemed natural. Neill started to look at the photos. Many of them were the same
as the ones from home. He seemed like a really social kid. Neill found several photos of Lucas
playing in a band and stopped on a particular one.
"That's Callaghan's!" Neill looked to his left to see a woman staring at him through her
window. He quickly tore a ticket and gave it to her, forgetting to collect her money. Callaghan's
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had been an institution in Neill's life. It was his father's favorite bar. The owner, Dolan, was like
an uncle to Neill. Even as a kid, his father would bring him to watch the Cubs play and listen to
the occasional blues band. Neill began to pick out all of the things he could recognize from the
picture. There was a wall oh photos be the bar and although the resolution was too grainy to see
them clearly, he knew he and his father were on that wall. He wondered if he had ever been there
the same time as Lucas. Neill saw headlights approaching and he put his laptop away.

*
Neill walked into house. He turned on the Apple TV to play Muddy Waters and went into
the kitchen and pulled out the steaks he had marinating in the fridge. He put his cast iron skillet
on the burned with some butter and began to preheat his oven for the baked potatoes. He turned
the music a little louder, causing Mannish Boy to fill the house. How would Lucas like his steak?
Medium-rare, he hoped. Did Lucas even eat meat? Neill made a mental note to look for food
pictures in the Apple TV later. Neill laughed to himself, but he wondered what it would be like
if Lucas really was here? He pictured them jamming in the living room, trading guitar licks back
and forth. Would that be weird? He had to be a least twice Lucas's age. And how would he
initiate the friendship? He sat down at the dinner and laptop at the table. As he ate, he began to
scroll through Lucas's Facebook page. He had just posted two hours ago. Neill dropped his fork.
Need something to do tomorrow night? No worries! The band is playing at Callaghan's. We go
on at 9 and there's no cover! See you there!
Surely this would be crossing a boundary. But would it? People become friends in all
sorts of ways. It wasn't like he intentionally went out and stole Lucas's Apple TV and mined it
for information. It was an accident. And Lucas should have reset it himself before selling it to
whatever place Carol bought it from.
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*
Neill parked his car in the parking garage on State Street. He hadn't gone downtown
much since his dad passed. He nearly lived in his parents' brownstone the years he took care of
him. His father could have afforded a live-in nurse, but it was nice to be needed by people.
Neill walked the short distance to Callaghan's. The place hadn't changed since he was a
kid. Photos of Ireland and Cubs memorabilia covered the walls. He sat on a stool at the long

mahogany bar.
"Long time no see, Neill. Gosh it's been nearly a year?" Neill looked up at the bartender.
"Must have been. Place hasn't changed a bit. It's good to see you, Dolan."
"If it ain't broke, don't fix it. I'm sorry about your dad. Sean was one of the best. This city
was better because of him. You still getting the usual?"
"Same sounds good." Dolan poured a Guinness and a couple fingers of Jameson and set it
in front of Neill. Neill began to drink his beer when he noticed some guys bringing stuff onto the
stage. He instantly recognized Lucas. He was hauling his guitar and amp to the stage and began
to set out some cables. He wondered how he would approach him. He thought about casual ways
to work Band of Brothers into a conversation with a stranger. Neill noticed a woman grab the
barstool next to him.
"Oh, thank God, I thought I was going be the only person here over thirty," she said. She
wore jeans and a flannel. She also had a voice that Neill found particularly attractive. There was
a familiar cheerfulness that reminded him of a librarian or elementary school teacher.
"Glad I could be of assistance," Neill said. "The old people usually not out partying this
late on a weeknight." She laughed. He could make her laugh?
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"My son's band is the one playing tonight. My name is Patrice." Neill nearly spit his
Guinness on her.
"You're Lucas's mom?"
Patrice cocked her head. "You know Lucas?"
Panic began to rise in Neill. He knew he shouldn't have come. He tried to think of
anything that would make sense. "A friend recommended his band to me. I thought I would

come out and listen tonight. My name is Neill, by the way." He thought he pulled it off.
"Well this isn't my first time hearing them play, but it is my first time here. I haven't
watched Lucas play in a while."
"Oh really? Well you're in luck. Callaghan's is the best. My father was a police officer for
the city his whole career. This was the watering hole for a lot of the force. They would let me sit
up at the barstool even as a little kid. Dolan here always had a bottle of coke ready for me.
Different times, I guess. I even had my high school graduation party here." Neill was surprised
how easy he found talking to Patrice.
"This place sounds really special. Is your dad coming here tonight?" Neill's smile faded.
"No. He uh, he died at the beginning of the year. Cancer. Even towards the end though,
we would come here together at least once a week. Father and son."
"Oh, I'm really sorry to hear that. Both of my parents are gone as well." Neill took it as a
sign that although he had done questionable things regarding privacy, he was justified. The band
started to play, but Neill tried to keep the conversation going.
"So, what are your favorite shows on HBO?" he said.
"My what?" Oh no. That was it. Why had he made such a mistake? Ruined such a good
start? He wasn't sure if he should get up and leave.
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"I'm sorry, I can't hear you," she said. A wave of relief washed over Neill. She just hadn't
heard what he said. He decided to play it safe and suggest they just watch the band together.
*
"They are really good!"
"Why don't you go tell him," Patrice said.
The nervous feeling in Lucas's stomach began to rise. What if he messed up, he thought.

He had spent several days now looking through the cyber window to Lucas's life. What if he let
something slip again?
"C'mon. Don't be nervous. He'll love to hear that you liked the music." Before he could
agree, Patrice was already pulling his arm, leading him to the stage. They walked right to the
front where Lucas was rolling up his guitar cables.
"Lucas, this is Neill. We have been hanging out all night and he wanted to tell you how
much he enjoyed your band."
"Thanks, man." Lucas held out his hand expecting Neill to shake it. Neill was a statue.
How was he actually meeting Lucas in real life? After what felt like nearly a minute, Neill
reached out and shook his hand.
"Sorry, had a few too many tonight. You guys were great. I was telling your mom that
you guys sound like early Zeppelin. It's kick-ass to see the younger crowd interested in playing
real music."
"Thanks, buddy." Lucas continued to put away his gear, giving side glances to his
mother.
"Hey, why don't you join Neill and me for some more drinks over that bar when you're
done," Patrice said.
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"I'm sorry, mom. Have to work in the morning. You stay though, and please call me if
you need anything." Lucas said.
"Not even one drink?" Patrice asked.
"You know, usually it's the mom's role to discourage her son from alcohol consumption. I
will stay for a beer but then I really need to go." Neill wondered if he was staying more to make
sure that his mom was safe. Was he coming off as dangerous? Slightly dangerous? Three seats

away on the bus instead of one? The three of them got a round of Guinness.
"So, where do you work, Lucas?"
"I work at the coffee shop inside of The Spine Mine. It's a local bookstore. What do you
do, Neill?"
"I work in the toll booth. It's mindless work and I never have to bring my job home with
me." Neill always felt the need to justify his job after first telling somebody.
"Well I can definitely see the appeal of that. I would love to not have to come home and
grade and lesson plan after a full day's work," Patrice said. So she was a teacher. They talked for
a little while longer, mostly music, guitars, which musician they would like to meet, living or
dead. As much as Neill enjoyed their company, a thought would slowly make its way in and out
of his mind. Was this ok? He wasn't lying to them. He wasn't using the information he had
learned to lure them in. How could he have controlled how they met, he thought. Did it really
matter in the end? Would he even have to bring up the Apple TV? He pictured himself telling it
as a funny story after they had been friends for years. They would all laugh at what a coincidence
it was.
"Did you know Lucas's band is playing on New Year's Eve?" Patrice said.
"Uh, no. I didn't," Neill said.
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"You should totally sit in with them!" Patrice said. She lost a little bit of her balance on
the barstool.
"Hey, mom, why don't we make this your last one? And no offense, Neill, but that is
going to be an important gig for us, and since I've never seen you play before-"
"None taken. Totally understandable," Neill said.
"C'mon, Lucas, don't be so uptight! It's not like you're opening for Guns N' Roses."

"Alright, time to get you home, mom. Listen, Neill, we are dropping off our stuff here
before opening hours that day. If you want to come by and maybe jam with us for a song during
soundcheck, I can maybe swing that."
"I would love that!" Neill hadn't been on stage at Callaghan's since his early college days.
He wished his father could be there to see him play again.
*
Neill's phone rang. He picked it up expecting it to be Patrice. They had spoken every day
since they met at Callaghan's.
"Hey big brother! How are things?"
"Oh, hey, Carol. They are, well they are actually pretty good. I may have met somebody."
As soon as the words left his mouth, he wished he hadn't said anything. Neill simultaneously
wanted to go on a date with Patricia and wished he hadn't met her at the bar. Had he been
manipulative with the information he knew? Would he ever come clean and tell them how the
only reason they had met bet because he had cyber-stalked Lucas.
"That's amazing! What's her name?"
"It's Patrice, but I don't know, Carol. I like her, but I don't know if I should keep pursuing
her."
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"Uhm, excuse me? I know it's been a while since you have dated anybody, but don't give
up this opportunity. I have worried so much about you since you have been without dad. Now
you have a new friend and a new girlfriend within a week? I don't know what changed in you,
but I think it's for the better. You deserve to be happy." Was she right?
"Thanks, Carol. I think I will try and see where this goes. We actually have something set
up for New Year's Eve." Neill hung up the phone. He did deserve to be happy, he thought. Lucas

and Patrice would never need to know.
*
Neill carried his guitar and amp into Callaghan's.
"Hey, Neill, glad you could make it." Neill placed his black guitar case on the ground.
The Gibson logo was on the front in big, gold letters. He opened it, revealing his Les Paul.
"Nice axe," Lucas said. "I guess if you're not going to play a Fender, Gibson is second
best." Neill laughed. He placed his amp on stage. It was an old tweed Bassman that had also
belonged to his father.
"Hey, guys, so this is Neill. He's the guy I told you about the watched us play the other
night." What had Lucas told them? Was it good? Did he mention Patrice? What were he and
Patrice, anyways? "Dave is over there on drums and that's Mike," Lucas said.
Neill walked up on stage and slung his guitar over his shoulder. He flipped the standby
switch on his Bassman to on. Lucas started playing the opening riff to "Smokestack Lightning."
They had played through a few verses. It had been a long time since Neill had played with
anybody, and it showed. He didn't hit the notes with the precision he once had, but it wasn't bad
enough to be laughed off stage. Lucas nodded to Neill, signaling to him to take a solo. Neill
turned up his volume. He made it, but also chose to only solo for half the amount of time Lucas
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did. He wouldn't allow himself to fully think it, but the thought entered anyways. He had always
wished he was able to share guitar with his son the way his dad had with him. He shouldn't have
been thinking that. Not yet.
Patrice came to the show that night. She and Neill sat at the bar, watching Lucas play.
Such a change in fortune for Neill. He would be able to enjoy it more if wasn't for the lingering
thought he had that this was all fruit of the poisonous tree. His worry went away when Patrice

put her arm around him as they watched Lucas, when she kissed him at midnight, when she
agreed to have dinner at his place the next day.
*
Neill heard the knock at the door. He let Patrice and Lucas in. He wasn't sure when the
last time was that he company that wasn't family. Patrice followed him into the kitchen.
"Lucas, I didn't know you were coming too?"
"Can't spend New Year’s Day by yourself. Mom and I usually eat together. No sense in
breaking tradition now!" He seemed genuine, but Neill also wondered if Lucas being there was a
condition he had given his mother in order for her to go. Three seats instead of one.
"Looks like you have spent all day cooking. What are we having?" Patrice said.
"We have to have ham and beans. That is for good luck. My mother made it every New
Year’s Day. I wasn't sure if you would like that so I also have two different soups on the stove."
"I'm sure it will all be great. I brought a couple of bottles of Riesling," Patrice said. Neill
poured two glasses of wine. The three of them sat at the table, talking for hours, more use than it
had seen in several years.
"I'm going to be completely honest, Neill. I didn't think you were going to be able to play
guitar at all last night. I can't tell you how many guys come up to me after a gig, talking about
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some band they were in that was about to 'make it', but something came up and ruined it. You're
not half bad."
"I had a blast. I don't think I've played on that stage in thirty years."
"Well I'm not saying you are a new member, but keep brushing up and maybe you can sit
in with us some night. Also, where is your bathroom?"
"Down the hall, first door on the left," Neill said. It was just Patrice and Neill at the table.

"I know it may not seem like it, but he's warming up to you a little," Patrice said.
"Understandable. Has to look out for his mom and all. I don't blame him." Neill heard the
toilet flush and Lucas walking back down the hall.
"Hey, Neill, I'm going to put some music on the tv. Hope you don't mind." That was it.
Neill knew it meant the end of everything that was going so well. Before he could yell at him to
stop, Lucas was already standing at the entrance to the kitchen.
"Why do you have pictures of me on your tv?" Neill didn't know what to say. He was
worried of what response he might trigger. He was going to reset the Apple TV last night. He
really was. With all of the excitement of how well the night went, he had just forgot.
"What is he talking about, Neill?" Patrice said.
"Uhm, my sister. My sister bought me that Apple TV for Christmas. I think it might have
been yours. This doesn't look good. I'm so sorry. I was going to reset your account. My sister
thought-"
"Mom, I think we should go." Neill was already leading her out of the door. She looked
so confused. He really was going to delete the account. Lucas slammed the front door behind
them. Neill's guitar fell from the hanger, smacking the hardwood floor.
*
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It's been two weeks since New Year's Day. Lucas's photos are still on the television. His
band is playing at Callaghan's again. Patrice hasn't returned his calls, but maybe Neill might run
into her at the show?
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CHAPTER VI
DRIKING BUDDIES
"So, do you see any right now?" The inmate's eyes were wide with anticipation.

"I don't know. How many guys do you see right now?" Grayson said. The inmate looked
around the drunk tank, making sure to point out each person, giving a brief description of what
each person was wearing, and then counting them using his fingers.
"Six! There's six in here! How many do you see?"
"Sorry, hombre," Grayson said. "I know I'm seeing a little double right now, but I'm only
counting six as well. No dead people here."
"Dammit. I for sure thought somebody would have died here," the inmate said. Grayson
looked around the Witchborough county jail. Pale blue walls and too much fluorescent lighting.
There were mugshots posted on bulletin boards and a few metal desks overflowing with
paperwork. The scenery was becoming a little too familiar. Grayson thought it would be sadder
if his work didn't necessitate it. He was on a first name basis with all the sheriff’s deputies. Hank
was his favorite. Being a fan, he would sometimes sneak Grayson coffee and doughnuts through
the bars.
"Alright buddy, another morning, another visit. Emma is here to pick you up."
"Does she look mad, Hank?" Grayson said.
"Yeah, but no more than normal," Hank said. “So, did you see any last night?”
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"I’m afraid not, good sir. I'll try and make it at least a couple months before my next
visit."
"That’s ok. Always love to have you! Just try not to pee in the fountain for a while. The
mayor gets really upset."
“Roger that.” Grayson walked to the front of the jail where Tabitha, the clerk gave him
back his personal belongings.

"Next time you better have a signed copy for me, Mr. Cass."
"You can count on it, Tabi." Grayson gave her a wink, turned away and was immediately
met with Emma's look of anger and disapproval.
"You better treat that woman well. She does too much for you," Tabitha said.
"He keeps this up and you can have him, ma'am," Emma said. They left the jail and
walked to Emma's Camry. Grayson dropped down into the passenger seat while Emma got in the
driver's, making an extra effort to slam the door, causing the Grayson to flinch, still feeling the
effects of his hangover.
"C'mon, babe. It's been a couple of weeks since you've had to pick me up."
"You need to hire a damn partner or assistant or someone. I'm tired of having to stop my
schedule at a moment's notice and come rescue you. I'm your girlfriend, not your damn
babysitter. Now, remember you having a reading tonight, so we have to sober your ass up and
get you a shower. Where am I taking you for breakfast?" A large grin spread across Grayson's
face.
"I could destroy some Denny's right now."
*
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Grayson peeked out from behind the side door into the main room of The Spine Mine. He
liked going to the local bookstores more than the larger chains. He was appreciative for the sales
that Barnes and Noble afforded him, but the mom-and-pop shops were far more intimate. He saw
bookshelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. The couches and chairs were all mix-matched,
giving the store a homey feel. The smell of espresso from the coffee bar mixed with new books
brought joy to Grayson. The owner of the bookstore, Ms. Skiver, approached Grayson.

"Well, Mr. Cass, shall we?" Ms. Skiver led Grayson from the back room to a cleared area
of assorted sofas and armchairs. Grayson liked it way better than rows of chairs, especially those
metal folding chairs. A good seventy-five percent of the seats were taken, far more than when he
was trying to trump up interest in his first novel. Grayson and Ms. Skiver sat in brown leather
chairs in front of the crowd. Ms. Skiver addressed them.
"Ladies and gentleman, thank you so much for coming to The Spine Mine tonight. Not
only did you come to support an independent bookstore, but on a Tuesday night at that! But we
all know you didn't come to hear me speak. Tonight, we have one of our most anticipated guests
of the year, Mr. Grayson Cass!" There was a large round of applause and smiles from everyone.
Grayson got excited for every book talk he got to have. When he was a child, his dad would take
him to the public library whenever a writer would come through town. Grayson always dreamed
about being able to give readings of his own.
"From the bottom of my heart, thank you, truly, for coming out tonight,” Grayson said.
"Now, Mr. Cass. Your latest collection, Drinking Buddies, is your first one that you claim
to be non-fiction, but it is not your first book you've written. Many of your earlier works, and I
don't mean any offense by this, gained little to no recognition?"
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"That's a good question. Well, I guess drinking can actually pay off." Everyone in the
room, minus Emma, erupted with laughter.
"I must give my disclaimer, especially to the younger ones in the audience, that that is not
a business model that should be repeated. I consider myself a rare case," Grayson said. There
was more laughter. Ms. Skiver continued.
"Glad you noted that. But that's it. You claim to drink. And then see ghosts. All of us that

have read your collection know, but why don't you tell it for potential new fans that are attending
tonight how this all began."
"Of course, and don't worry parents, I will keep the story as PG-13 as possible." There
was more laughter, still no reaction from Emma. To be fair, Grayson was lucky he even
convinced her to show up. Although she had always stood by his aspirations of being a writer,
the monetization of regular heavy drinking proved difficult to be proud of. Complicated on the
very best of days.
"For those that don't know, each chapter in my book details a different paranormal
encounter I have had, the first chapter being my very first one. It was by accident. My girlfriend's
boss has a party every summer. She has a big pool and a really nice outdoor entertaining space,
so she has the whole staff come over to have a cookout and swim. I've never been much of a pool
guy, but I am an alcohol guy-" More laughter spread throughout the crowd.
"Yeah, uh, sorry parents. I'm still shooting for that PG-13 rating. So anyways, everyone
was in the pool, leaving the beverages woefully unguarded. I decided to keep the wine company
and had several glasses. After some time, I had worked up quite a buzz and nature called, and
since I don't like to keep ladies waiting, I went to the pool house bathroom. There was someone
already in there, so I stumbled my way into the host's house. Everything was normal. I wandered
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through the house, found the bathroom, and did my thing. As I'm going back outside, I passed
through the kitchen and there was a woman walking around, like she was cooking and just going
about her business. Now my decision-making abilities were slightly altered, but I didn't want to
startle the lady, so I tried to just announce myself and let her know I was here for the party. It
was the strangest thing though; she didn't acknowledge my presence at all. I didn't want to press
my luck and do something that would jeopardize my girlfriend's job, so I went back outside,

grabbed some more wine, and continued to read my book. Now here's where it gets interesting.
Every summer, the party took place during the fourth of July. Sadly, the host's mother had just
passed, a few weeks before the normal date, postponing the party. We all thought there wouldn't
be one at all, and understandably so. However, the host wanted to throw the party later in the
summer. I think a sense of the familiar was important to her. So, we had it in middle of August.
Now, I had been going to this annual party for six years, and I had never seen an old lady living
in the house. Right after we got in the car to leave the party, I told my girlfriend what had
happened, and asked if she knew of an older lady living with her boss. Remembering what she
had told me about her boss's mother passing, I immediately made her go to her boss's Facebook
page to try and find a picture of the woman. She found a picture from a memorial post, and it
was the same woman I saw in the kitchen. I had never seen the woman before, so I had no way to
make that connection." Emma had heard Grayson tell the story so many times that she could
have sat up there and told it herself. She could have even extended the story and told about
Grayson released a deluge of purple (the red wine turns purple) vomit all over the bathroom. To
be fair, he did clean it up. She had to do enough that working as a nurse during the night shift at
Witchborough Medical. It’s best to maintain a work-life balance.
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The crowd loved the story. And they loved the rest of them too. Grayson told the story of
the time he traveled to a pseudo-speakeasy in a Mississippi college town during Christmastime.
He stayed up all night in the basement-level bar drinking mistletoe mules so he could talk to the
ghost of the original owner. He did a Q&A at the end, something he never had the opportunity to
with his earlier releases. All three horror novels were self-published with his mother and Emma
being the main buyers. As grateful as he was for his newfound notoriety, he did miss the days

when Emma was his biggest fan.
"Well, there you have it. Grayson Cass, everyone!" There was a large applause. Ms.
Skiver led Grayson to a table where he signed copies of his books and met fans. He never
considered it a chore. He always loved the chance to meet the authors of the readings his dad
took him to. He made a promise to himself that if he ever became famous, he would stay at his
readings until he met every fan that wanted to speak to him.
Grayson signed dozens of copies and talked to many more fans. He was particularly
happy to see the younger crowd coming out to appreciate reading. The last person in line made
her way to the table. She was the first person that did not look excited to meet Grayson. Her eyes
had industrial sized bags under them, and she didn't blink at all. He tried to be as warm as
possible when greeting her.
"Hello, ma'am. I'm really glad you came tonight. Who can I make this out to?" The lady
didn't say anything, creating an awkward silence. Emma was standing to the side of the table and
was about to rescue Grayson when the lady spoke.
"My name is Francine Muckelroy, and I have a job for you."
*
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Grayson and Emma waited outside of Olive Garden, looking for their third group
member to join.
"I don't really think this is a good idea,” Emma said. “Not only do I think getting blackout
drunk is a stupid long-term career path, but usually you at least research places before going to
them. You know how stupid it is to take random solicitations from people you just met." It was
true. It wasn't like before the book was published when he had to search out places with a

reputation of being haunted. Less than a month after Drinking Buddies was released, Grayson
and Emma would find stacks of letters in their PO box. He tried to investigate a few at the very
beginning in hopes of finding material for a second volume, but learned quickly the potential
dangers that accompanied fame. A younger couple claimed their house to be haunted. In the end,
they drugged the alcohol provided to Grayson and tied him to a bed. He faked a paranormal
encounter, promising it would be included in his next book and that he understood that fandom
can get the best of people sometimes. He always brought his own booze after that.
"I know. I couldn't say no, though. I spent years trying to make a living as a writer and
nothing ever came out of it. I finally have a career going and I just don't want to let my fans
down. Plus, this could be a potential round out the next collection. I mean, did you see her, she
looks haunted."
"Stop making fun of that poor old lady. We are just going to dinner. You don't have to
agree to anything. And honestly, I don’t know how I feel about you writing another collection’s
worth of this. You have gained a following now. Can’t you just make these stories up now or
something?" Grayson was glad that they saw Francine getting out of her car. He wasn’t sure if he
would have had a sufficient answer even if he had the whole night to formulate one.
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"I'm just so glad the two of you decided to meet with me. Olive Garden was my Willard's
favorite, and I couldn't think of a better place to speak with you about him," Francine said.
The hostess led the three of them to a table. They each looked at the menu deciding what
to order. The waiter asked what they would like.
"I suppose you'll be having a glass of chianti, Mr. Cass?" Francine said.
"You can call me Grayson, and I think I'll just stick to coffee for now. I try not to drink

off the job." All but the waiter and Emma laughed. They made small talk for most of the dinner.
Grayson had ordered the baked ziti while Emma ate the seafood alfredo. Francine opted for the
salad but asked for only lettuce and croutons and to hold the dressing. The meal started to wind
down when Emma nudged Grayson under the table.
"Right. So, Francine, you said that you might have an opportunity for me. What is it that
you have in mind?"
"Yes, Mr. Cass-"
"Grayson is really ok," Grayson said. "I'm really not that special.”
"Oh I could never, Mr. Cass. But yes, it's about my late Willard. You see, I lost him a
month ago. I just miss him terribly."
"My goodness, I'm so sorry, Francine. I can't imagine."
"Forty-two years! I don't know if I will ever recover."
"Grayson would love to help in any way he can." Grayson looked over to Emma. Two
times caught off guard in one night. He shouldn’t have been, though. Emma’s grandfather had
passed right after she graduated high school. He had taken care of her grandmother, but after he
was gone, Emma moved in to help with her grandmother until she had also passed. Those two

65

years became the reason Emma went to nursing school. She always had a soft spot for the
elderly.
"Thank you, Mr. Cass. Thank you. Now, I don't mean to sound insulting, but are you sure
you will be able to help me? Are you sure the alcohol works?" Grayson could see how much
desperation was in Francine's eyes.
"The skepticism is warranted, but believe me, it is. If there was any other way to do what

I do," he glanced at Emma, "I would choose that. You heard my story tonight. I didn't know the
alcohol had anything to do with it then, but it happened again shortly after at my family's farm.
My cousin and I had been up all night drinking Wild Turkey by a bonfire. I saw some guy
walking around the old barn and I went to see who was on our property. I got a few good
glimpses of him but couldn't catch him. I woke up the next morning to tell my aunt the story. My
cousin called me a dumbass and that I was chasing nothing. I just so happen to be looking
through a photo album with my grandma that night, and saw a picture of her grandfather, the
man who originally bought the farm. He was long passed before I ever got here, but sure enough,
that was the man that I saw that night. After that, I began to make the connection. I started
looking up well-known haunted locations and would just show up, drink a lot, and try to
remember to write down the things I saw. It eventually became the book you bought. I certainly
can't say that I had a clear head when any of that stuff happened, but I can tell you that I haven't
lied about a single detail, and I have been able to corroborate stories of the spirits I have met."
For the first time, a look of hope began to spread across on Francine's face.
"I can't tell you how much this means to me. I'm so glad to have found you, Mr. Cass. I
really can't wait for you to meet my Willard." The three of them finished their meals and made
arrangements for their next meeting.
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*
Grayson drove his jeep wrangler up a long gravel driveway to a dilapidated house in the
middle of a corn field. The paint must have worn off some time ago. Some of the shutters were
hanging by only one hinge. Grayson grabbed a backpack that contained a change of clothes,
notebook, an audio recording device, and a handle of Maker's Mark from his back seat. He
walked up to the porch, worried that he was going to fall through the steps that led to the front

door. Francine greeted him.
"Oh, Mr. Cass. Thank you again so much coming here. I miss my Willard so much. I
never thought I would be able to communicate with him again. When I was told your story by
one of the employees at The Spine Mine and that you were going to be coming in person, well, I
can't tell you how much hope you gave an old woman."
"I'm truly so happy I can help, Francine. I wish I was able to conduct myself in a more
dignified manner, but I didn't get a say in how this works. I just hope I'm able to bring you some
peace by the end of my visit." Francine gave Grayson a tour of the house. The inside was just as
dilapidated as the outside. Grayson wasn't sure when it was built, but he couldn't help thinking of
individuals trying to survive the Dust Bowl, and how it probably hadn't been remodeled since.
Francine grabbed a picture from the wall.
"This is us on our last wedding anniversary. It's the most recent picture I have of him.
You can take it with you, so you know what he looks like."
"Thank you. Now, Francine, is there anything in particular you want me to communicate
to Willard if and when I find him? Is there a message you would like for him to have?" Grayson
asked.
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"I just want to know that he is at rest. I'm not sure how this works. I'm sure the ladies at
First Presbyterian would not like you being here. But the truth is, Willard and I did not leave on a
good note. I loved him so much, but you know how couples get over time. If I would have
known our time was coming to an end." Francine began to cry.
"I understand, Francine. I'm sure he still loved you deeply and knew that you did too."
Grayson began to wish he hadn't taken the assignment. He purposely only went to locations with

a history of hauntings. His chances were a lot better if others had already said they had seen
ghosts. He wondered if he would have to end up lying to this lady to give her some sense of
closure.
"I will make sure that's communicated."
Francine used her shirt sleeves to wipe the tears off of her face and went to the kitchen.
"Can I get you anything to help? Maybe some boo-ooze?" Francine made ghost noises and
waved her arms as she said the words. It was the first time Grayson detected an actual
personality in her. He laughed.
"No, thank you. I'm all taken care of."
"Ok then. I'm going to spend the rest of my time in my bedroom. I am going to leave you
alone for the rest of the night. I don't want to disturb the process.”
“I’ll see you in the morning, Francine, hopefully with some answers.” Grayson walked
through the different rooms of the house. He grabbed the Maker’s Mark from his backpack and
took a few large swigs. He grabbed his notebook and a pen. He hadn’t eaten much that day, so he
expected for the buzz to come soon. He found multiple bedrooms and wondered if Willard and
Francine ever had kids that came to visit. He didn’t see any pictures of them on the walls.
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After a couple hours of exploring the property and drinking, Grayson was thoroughly
drunk. He managed to stumble his way into the house, and back into one of the spare bedrooms.
He threw his backpack aside and made half of an attempt to take one of his shoes off before
passing out on the bed.
*
Grayson woke up and checked his phone. It was four-thirty in the morning. He didn’t

have any of the usual check-in texts from Emma. He would be surprised if he did, the service out
there was shit. Grayson took another pull from his handle of bourbon.
“C’mon, Willard. I need you to come through for me, buddy. Frankie is really worried
about you.”
“Yeah, my ass she is.” Grayson’s head snapped to attention. The response wasn’t enough
for him to sober up, but it definitely brought some clarity.
“Willard? Is that you, buddy?” Grayson was looking around the room.
“I’m Willard, but I’m not your buddy. Who the fuck are you and why the fuck are you in
my house?” Grayson saw a man’s head peeking from behind the closet door.
“Oh, this is great. Christ, I was worried it wasn’t going to work. Usually it takes like
thirty minutes tops. I’m sorry. I’m Grayson. Your wife brought me here to talk to you.” Grayson
got up and tried to bow, almost losing his balance.
“I don’t care what that bitch wants. Also, why are you drinking in my home?” Willard
had walked out from the closet. He looked to be about six-foot-five, round belly, and balding.
Seemed like a Willard.
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“Listen, I can talk to ghosts, but only if I’m drunk. Now I’m trying to focus with all of
my brain power, so I don’t really want to tell the story, but just trust me. Also, why are you
calling Frankie a bitch? She is so nice? What gives, dude?”
“Oh yeah, if she is so nice, I wouldn’t be in this God-forsaken situation.”
“What do you, what do you mean?” Grayson was fighting hard to stay conscious. He
could feel a wave of blackout coming.

“That sweet little old lady who seems to be your new best friend killed me.” Grayson’s
head hit the pillow.
*
Grayson woke up the next morning to the smell of eggs, bacon, and sausage coming from
the kitchen. The hangover was there, but at least he wasn’t being greeted by fellow colleagues in
the drunk tank this time. He was trying piece together the night before. He couldn’t remember
exactly what happened, but a low level of anxiety and dread sloshed in his stomach. He made his
way to the kitchen to see Francine cooking breakfast. There were two places set at the table. One
of them had his notebook opened to a page that read in big, circled letters FRANCINE KILLED
WILLARD! The short conversation he had with Willard immediately came back.
“I think you and I need to have a little talk, Grayson.” Francine motioned for him to sit
and started putting food on his plate. “I bet my poor old Willard said some things that might have
upset you last night. I’d like to discuss those and try to work out an agreement on how to move
forward.”
“Francine, I won’t say a thing. I can leave right now and you will never hear from me
again. What happened between the two of you is none of my business. Plus, there are so many
people out there that believe my stories are a load of shit. Nothing I say would ever stand up in
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court.” Grayson wished more than anything to be back in the drunk tank with Hank stuffing a
Bavarian cream through the bars.
“You need to calm down. I guess I owe you an explanation. Yes, I killed that son of a
bitch. I loved him, I really did, but everyone has their limits. My Willard played bingo every
Thursday night at the Knights of Columbus Hall. He would get together with his friends, drink
some beer, and lose twenty dollars. There was no harm in it, and it gave me some time to myself.

Well one night, Willard comes home a little more cheerful than usual. He didn’t stay up to watch
television with me like normal. He just went straight to bed. So, I go and pick up his jeans off
the floor in the bedroom and start a load of laundry. As I’m emptying his pockets to make sure I
don’t wash anything by accident, I find a napkin that says, Let’s see if your good luck gets you
anywhere else tonight – Harriet. She also kissed it with lipstick! I couldn’t sleep all night. I just
sat on the living room couch, staring at the wall. He got ready for work like normal, but he barely
acknowledged me. So, as he was walking down the steps, I might have helped him reach the
bottom a little faster than he planned.” Grayson had half a piece of bacon hanging from his
mouth.
“It’s not like I planned it out or anything. I immediately regretted it. I went to the bottom
of the stairs to see if he was ok, but he was gone. It was a pretty snowy day, so it was believable
when I told everyone he slipped.”
“Francine, I am so sorry that happened. That must have been a hurtful thing to go
through. I also believe it was an accident, crime of passion sort of thing. But my lips are sealed. I
spoke to him, but nobody but the three of us ever has to know the truth.” Francine began to look
more relaxed. Grayson began to get up from his chair.
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“Not so fast, Mr. Cass. Now that you know the truth, you need to know the real reason
why you are here.”
“There’s more?” Grayson said. He wondered if anyone else possessed his special gift,
and if they would be the one to discover how he mysteriously disappeared. Would Willard let
him stay in the house?
“Yes, I’m afraid so. At my Willard’s visitation, one of the men he used to play bingo with

came up to me and was a mess. He was going on and on about how he had just played bingo with
Willard the night before he died. I wasn’t feeling sorry for him because that must have meant he
saw that hussy from the napkin. I almost confronted him about it when he says that it was such
rotten luck for Willard to die right after winning so much money. This was news to me as I
didn’t see a solitary cent the night he came home.”
“I’m starting to get it. So, you want me to ask him where he put the winnings?” Grayson
said.
“No, I know exactly where the damn money is. He has a safe in his office. The only
problem is he never gave me the damn combo. I never thought much of it because I never
thought we had anything that warranted being locked up. But I need this money. The least that
cheating bastard can do for me is to get me out of this shithole!”
“I will talk to him. For reasons you can probably guess, I won’t be using any of this in
my next book. And although I usually don’t condone spousal murder, you were in a very
emotional place. It’s also none of my business. Everything is settled there, and it seems like this
is a one and done type thing. You don’t seem the serial murder type.”
“Oh, thank you. That’s so sweet of you, Mr. Cass.”
“No problem. I’ll get drunk again tonight and get the safe combo for you.”
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*
"Willard! Willy, buddy, where are you?" Grayson had been desperately trying to reach
him all night. He had nearly finished half of a handle of bourbon in the bedroom he first met
Willard.
"Will you shut the hell up? You're going to wake the dead." Willard appeared next to the
closet. Grayson was elated. He was just hoping he could stay conscious enough to write down

the combination to the safe accurately.
"Willard, buddy, pal, listen. I talked to your other half and I found out what happened. I
get it. Relationships come with a metric shit-ton of complications, but Harriet?" Willard
chuckled.
"What do you mean? You think her killing me was the only crazy shit Francine has ever
done? I wish it was! That was a long road of dysfunction that led to that fateful night at bingo."
Grayson's vision was going in an out. Although he had enough stories to fill a book, he still
hadn't gotten it down to a science. The alcohol-to-ghost encounter ratio was a fine line to tread,
and at times he had to summon all of his will to stay conscious through a conversation.
"Right! Bingo! That's what I'm here for. Francine knows you won big that night. All I
need is the combo to your safe. C'mon, Willard, I know she killed you and all, but you can't use
the money now. Why don't you leave it to her and maybe she can remodel this house? I mean,
even if I couldn't see ghosts, this place looks haunted."
"Don't talk shit about my house. It was always enough. And besides, I can't help you with
that." The comment brought Grayson a degree closer to sobriety.
"No no no no. What do you mean you can't help me? It's your safe. You give me the
combo. I give it to Francine. She lets me leave."
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"I'm sorry, buddy, but Harriet took all my winnings that night." Grayson stared
unblinkingly at Willard.
"She what?"
"Yeah, she took the money. I mean, look at me. Even when I was alive, do you think she
was after me for my sense of humor? Jury is still out if it was worth it or not." Willard's laughter
was the last thing Grayson heard before blacking out.

*
"You should really eat your breakfast before it gets cold." Francine was staring at
Grayson expectantly. The breakfast was a kind formality, a band-aid for his hangover. He wasn't
sure how long he would be able to delay the inevitable.
"Uhm, Francine, listen. I did get a chance to talk to Willard last night." Francine's eyes
widened. "Apparently, and remember, I'm just the messenger, but it seems that Harriet
absconded with the funds won by your late Willard." Francine's smile stayed on her face, but the
longer it stayed there, the more threatening it seemed. She got up and walked to the kitchen
pantry.
"I'm really sorry," Grayson said. "I'm sure you'd rather me leave this story out of my next
volume. That's totally understandable, and believe me, I will forget this ever happened. I'll tell
Emma it was a dead end." Francine returned to the kitchen with a double-barreled shotgun.
"I'm really sorry, Mr. Cass, but I don't think I will be able to let you leave." Suddenly,
fighting the urge to throw up was no longer Grayson’s biggest worry.
"Francine, please."
"Mr. Cass, it's my fault really. Maybe I should have been a little clearer up front. I would
have still left out the murder part, but-"
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"Maybe you should have just hired a damn locksmith!" Grayson was making silent
promises to God and Emma that if he left, he this would be the absolute end. He would be
completely content writing fiction that didn't sell.
"You know, that's actually not a bad idea. I should have thought about that. But it's too
late. I don't want to have to stay up each night wondering if you are going to turn me in. It's
actually quite surprising, once you have done it the first time, it gets a little easier afterwards. I

do have one last request though, if you don't mind?"
"What could that possibly be?" Grayson said.
"Do you mind signing my copy of Drinking Buddies? I have a feeling the value is about
to go up." Grayson was frantically scanning for a point of escape when the sound of multiple
doors crashing sounded.
"Don't worry! I got you, Grayson!" Frank, along with several other cops, flooded the
house, several tackling Francine and wrestling the shotgun away from her. Tears started rolling
down Grayson's face. He was in shock, and Hank led him to an ambulance that had parked in the
front yard. After being checked out by paramedics, Grayson walked over to Hank.
"How the hell did you know where to find me?"
"That gal of yours is one industrious lady. Apparently, she was so tired of searching for
your drunk ass, and those are her words, not mine, that she placed a tracking app on your phone a
while ago. She came to the station after not hearing from you for a few days. I brought a few of
the boys with me and I saw the crazy bat through the kitchen window. Also, I brought these for
you." In his hands, Hank held a cup of black coffee and the most beautiful Bavarian cream
doughnut you’d ever seen.
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CHAPTER VII
THE UPHOLSTERER
The homeless were in danger of being killed during the night. The freeze warning coming

from abc7 Chicago was nearly drowned out from snow and wind assaulting the windows that
faced West Kenzie Street. The newscaster urged all those who were able to offer shelter to those
in need to please do so. Aiden turned the radio down when he heard Stephen, his sales manager
and childhood friend, coming down the stairs from the main showroom into the basement where
Aiden did all of the restoration work. Stephen placed a chair in the center of Aiden's workspace.
“Do you think it’s piss or coffee? My money is on piss, but for your sake, I hope it’s
coffee," Stephen said.
“Wow, thanks. Maybe someday you’ll bring me something nice.”
"Hey, if anyone can turn this into something beautiful, it's you, Aiden. Now work your
magic, baby." Stephen began to walk up the stairs.
Aiden was now alone. This was his place. Technically the whole place was his place, or
at least would be one day. Hanigan & Son’s Furniture was started four generations ago by his
grandfather, Cormac Hanigan, in Ireland. Aiden knew he would one day take over his father’s
business, and he was determined to treat it with the respect it deserved. As early as age six,
Aiden spent more time looking at books, studying Irish culture, and working with fabric, than he
did making friends.
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Aiden began to circle the chair. The fabric was a faded brown tweed with protruding
white cat hair. It smelled of L&M cigarettes, the kind Aiden's grandmother used to smoke. The
scent brought him back instantly to the Saturday mornings of his childhood. Aiden would
wonder into his grandparents' kitchen for breakfast, seeing the outline of his grandmother backlit
by the sun coming through the window. She would always do the crossword puzzle accompanied
by a cigarette and black coffee. The connection made the project worth it, no matter the profit

margin.
"You are going to prove to be a challenge, my dear. I'll have to start with you tomorrow."
Aiden walked up the stairs, leaving the basement, his basement, and headed out into the wind
and snow. He crossed the bridge over the freezing Chicago river, stopping to give a homeless
man a few dollars. He pitied anybody that would be left out that night.
*
“Daddy! I sang Christmas songs tonight. Why weren't you there?" Aiden was greeted by
his four-year-old, Delaney. He marveled at the complexity of his daughter. At such a young age,
she already resembled so much of both Aiden, and his wife, Norah. Like Aiden, Delaney was
extremely bookish, often spouting bits of trivia seemingly unrelated to what was going on around
her. Luckily for her, this was balanced by her mother's personality.
"I'm so sorry, dear. I was at work late again. I bet you sang so well though. I promise not
to miss the next school program."
"Pinky promise?" Delaney said.
"Pinky Promise. Where’s mommy?” Aiden asked.
“She’s making dinner. She said we are having pasta with bologna sauce!”
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"It's Bolognese, sweetie," Norah said entering the living room. Her hair was in a high
ponytail. She wore her blue gingham apron that was reserved specifically for the home, never
work. This is ultimately what both Aiden and Norah shared. Both were artisans, completely
devoted to their craft. With Aiden, it was restoring furniture. Norah's art was food. She was
classically trained at the International Culinary Center in New York. Norah could bring a level
of warmth and familiarity to any group of people. Strangers became instant friends. This gave

Aiden hope that Delaney would not end up spending most of her waking hours like him, locked
in a basement.
“This looks amazing, hon.”
“Why thank you. It’s a nice change of pace from the French cuisine at La cuillère et le
bol. One can only make so many crepes in a day. I thought Italian would be nice for tonight.”
“Mommy! Did you know that the one hundred folds in a chef’s hat represent the one
hundred ways to cook an egg!”
“You’re absolutely right, sweetie. You know your dad was just like you growing up,
always giving random facts. That’s what made him so useful on the scholastic bowl team. Did
you know that’s how daddy met Uncle Stephen?”
“Yup yup! Daddy answered all the questions and Uncle Stephen made all the jokes.” It’s
true, and it remained true to this day. Stephen’s charisma positioned him as the one to interact
with customers. The art was left to Aiden. "Mommy liked Uncle Stephen, too!"
“That's true, but alas, I prevailed," Aiden said.
"Don't be too proud, sir. Start keeping your promises about leaving work to come to
school functions and then we can start using terms like 'prevailed'."
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"It's ok daddy, I know you'll come to the next one. I know work can get busy," Delaney
said.
"Thanks, sweetie. I will do better. Speaking of work, Uncle Stephen really laid one on
me today. Some hideous stained covered thing that I think was once a chair. I think the last
owner died in it. I swear he's worked at Hanigan's for fifteen years and still has no eye for a
quality piece. He set foot into an Ikea once before father gave him the job. Imagine if your

manager gave you a can of Spam and asked you to create Coq au vin.” Norah appreciated Aiden
taking the time to delve into culinary literature, and Aiden appreciated Norah’s efforts in
studying fine furniture.
“Ugghh. I can’t imagine what that chair must smell like.”
“Like poop!”
“Delaney Quinn! When has it ever been ok to say poop at the dinner table?”
“Last week, Daddy said Uncle Stephen didn’t know shit about armoires.”
Norah leveled her eyes at Aiden, both of them using every ounce of strength not to burst
into laughter. “You’re right. Daddy did break the rules, so I guess he will have to clear the table
tonight.”
“Fair enough. I must answer for my crimes. Why don’t you get ready for bed little miss
and I’ll come read you a story after I’m done cleaning.”
*
Aiden woke to the sound of Delaney screaming. He didn’t rush to her. This had been a
nightly ritual for months. Each night, Delaney would wake up, immersed in fear, saying that she
had a nightmare about her father dying.
"It's ok sweetheart. I'm here. Nothing can hurt you here."
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“Daddy, can we put something in the room to make it less scary?”
“Of course we can. What would you like?”
“I want something on the walls. Can we paint butterflies on them?” Aiden thought she
would ask for something more along the lines of a stuffed animal. He also fought the urge to tell
Delaney that in Irish lore, butterflies represent the soul and transformation, and they had the
ability to pass into the otherworld. There was an old Irish saying, ‘Butterflies are the souls of the

dead waiting to pass through purgatory.’ Having his daughter think of her bedroom as a
waystation for the dead would be most unwise in this situation. Aiden held Delaney in his arms
until both of them fell asleep in her bed.
*
Aiden entered Hanigan & Son’s the next morning, black coffee in hand. Stephen was
helping an older gentleman at the front counter.
"You were so helpful. Mr. Hanigan is lucky to have such a fine son to hand over the
business to when the time comes," the man said.
“I would be lucky to have Pat as a father. Actually, that's Mr. Hanigan's son over there.
Aiden, this gentleman loves the shop!" Aiden tried his best at a friendly smile and raised his cup
of coffee in acknowledgment.
“I’ll be sure to pass that along," Aiden said. He really was thankful for the business, but
he desperately wanted to be in his basement, working on that chair. He opened the heavy oak
door that led to the staircase. Although a basement, it contained some of the best lighting in the
store. Aiden needed optimal conditions for working on his pieces. This also included a record
player. He worked exclusively to Jazz, 30's era big band his preference. He placed the needle on
a record and the basement came alive with Louis Armstrong’s voice.
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I’ll be glad when you’re dead and gone, you rascal you.
"Hello, darling," he said. “What are we going to do with you?” He remembered his
grandmother's chair having the same coffee stains. The wooden legs seemed to have claw marks
on them. The owner's cat must have used this as a scratch post.
"You're a wingchair. You were meant to keep people warm. Coziness was your main
goal. That's probably why your last owner died in you. She was an old lady who had nobody.

You were there for her. Well, we are going to restore you to a place of prominence. You belong
in a study, or by a fireplace, definitely surrounded by books and with a pour of Redbreast 21
Year Old. I’m going to wrap you in full-grain leather and stain your wooden accents dark. Is that
ok with you?”
When you're lyin' down six feet deep, no more fried chicken will you eat.
I'll be glad when you're dead, you rascal you.
Aiden began his work. He took his claw tool to start removing the stapled fabric covering
the cushions. He threw all of the old paddings to the side. He guided his upholstery knife, slicing
thick sections of padding to fit the chair. As he was fitting the new padding to the chair, he was
stabbed by something logged within the chair.
“Fucking shit!” He pulled the object out. It was a butterfly pin, something an old lady
would wear. Delaney would probably love it. He looked down and saw droplet of blood begin to
stain the fresh padding. He was really starting to feel the lack of sleep and wondered if he should
take the rest of the day off. He knew he wouldn’t have made such a mistake if he had been fully
rested. He couldn’t though. He loved a challenge, and there was something specific about this
chair. It lent an energy to the air.
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Aiden fit the padding to the chair and began to use his pneumatic stapler to connect the
material to the frame. He went over to his supply of leather, picking out a dark coffee shade of
brown, nearly black, but not quite. Using his straight-blade scissors, he began to tear and rip the
fabric.
*
Aiden felt like he had woken up but could not see anything. The smell of leather and

fresh varnish was pervasive. He tried to feel around in the dark but could not move. He felt four
points of contact on the floor instead of two.
"Hey, Aiden! There's someone up here who wants to see you." Aiden wanted to answer
Stephen and ask him to turn on the lights, but he couldn't utter a word. He heard Stephen's
footsteps coming down the stairs.
"Aiden, did you hear me? I said- Aiden? Where are you, buddy? Holy shit! look at this
chair! This couldn't be that piece of shit I brought yesterday. I'm definitely putting this in my
office before someone else claims it."
Aiden felt like he was being picked up and carried away. He could hear himself being
carried up the steps. He heard the wooden door that leads from the basement to the main floor
open. Aiden couldn't make any sense of what was going on. He could hear other people in the
showroom, but it was still pitch black. He thought this had to be the most elaborate prank
Stephen had ever played on him. Did Stephen put him inside a box after he fell asleep?
Aiden felt himself being put on the ground. He thought the joke was finally over, Stephen
would open the box and laugh obnoxiously, as if he was some comedic genius, and Aiden could
go back and finish his work. But that’s not what happened.
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Aiden felt Stephen sit on his lap. He felt the weight of Stephen’s arms rest on his arms.
He could smell the cologne that Stephen wore as a pathetic attempt to be attractive. Aiden heard
the door open.
“Hello, Stephen.”
“Hey, Mr. Hanigan. You need to check out this chair Aiden resurrected. It was a real pile
of garbage before, hot garbage if I’m being honest. I kind of felt bad for bringing it to him. I

honestly didn’t think Aiden would even touch it.” Aiden felt relief as Stephen’s ass rose off him.
"Let me take a look. Yes, this is definitely Aiden’s work. He prefers using full-grain
leather. There's the double-stitching, he likes that. And yes, the varnish, it accents the oak
appointments perfectly."
"Yeah, I was really hoping to buy it for the office. I just can't see letting this baby walk
out of here. I saw it downstairs and I swear it was calling to me.”
“A good chair is a source of loyalty and comfort. It spends its life in service to the owner
and is often never thanked. When you see Aiden, congratulate him on his work.”
“I think he might have left early; I can’t seem to find him anywhere.”
Aiden realized this was not a joke.
*
Aiden had spent many nights at the store, but all had been in the basement while in deep
concentration. That night was the first night he heard the sounds of the shop when everything
was still. The wooden floors creaked under the temperature changes. A busker had set up by the
front door and played Creedence Clearwater Revival tunes. Sometime during the night, a drunk
pissed on the window. A street evangelist warned that the end is near. Eventually, he heard the
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front door unlock. He recognized the voice as his father's. Aiden wondered if his father was
always the first one in after all these years.
Aiden heard the office door open and heard Stephen begin to dial his phone. He slumped
down into his new chair.
"Hello, Norah? Yeah, this is Stephen. I don't mean to bother you but is Aiden out sick? I
didn't see him after lunch yesterday and he hasn't shown up to work yet." Aiden heard his wife's

voice over the speaker phone.
“Uhm, no, actually I was just about to call you and ask if he had stayed overnight to work
on a project," Norah said.
“You know what, I haven’t checked the basement since coming in today. He could have
come back in and worked through the night.”
I’m right under you, shit for brains.
“Ok, please let me know as soon as you find out. I know Aiden can get obsessive and
work overnight, but he calls every single time, so I don’t worry. I have to get Delaney to school
though. Please have him call me if he’s there.”
“Of course I will, Norah."
Norah, sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I’m going to figure this out. I can figure this out.
*
It had been three days since his disappearance. Aiden had never spent that much time on
the main floor of the shop. He heard the customers interact with Stephen and he had to admit, he
was actually a really good salesman. His charisma made talking to strangers seem effortless.
Aiden began to wonder if his father was leaving the store to the wrong person. The warmth of
customer conversations was replaced by the cold during the night. The noises of shifting floors
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continued. At one point, Aiden could hear a man banging on the front door, hoping to be let in.
The pleas grew quieter until they stoped completely. Aiden heard Stephen come into his office.
He slumped down into his leathery lap.
“Aiden, listen, buddy. We are really worried about you, Norah, Delaney, your dad, all of
us.”
Of course they are! I’m dependable. I love my family more than anything. Who knows

what they think happened to me?
“Wherever you are out there, you need to come home. You need to come home now.”
Like I would ever choose this? I have been in your office, conforming to your ass and
listening to your shitty music for three days. And if I will never be able to fucking forgive you for
bringing that girl back here last night and having what you didn’t realize was an unintentional
threesome! I would give anything to go back to normal right now. Aiden heard a knock at the
door.
“Come in.”
“Hey, Stephen. Oh God, do we know anything more? Please tell me we know something
more? Patrick said he spoke to police officers today?”
"Hey, Norah. Jesus, you look like you haven't slept in days. I don't blame you. I haven’t
heard anything from Patrick. This whole thing is so weird. Aiden is milquetoast. He wouldn't just
up and leave his family."
Milquetoast? Try being a little more comforting right now and don’t fucking insinuate
that I chose to leave.
"It just doesn't make any sense," Norah said. "He has never expressed any unhappiness in
our relationship. I feel like I would have known if he wasn't happy."
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No, of course, I'm happy, baby. I just don't know how to tell you that I'm currently a
chair.
“No Aiden wouldn’t leave you. There’s got to be some kind of explanation. Think. I
mean, this place has a lot of high-end furniture. There are some really expensive pieces in this
place. Maybe he’s being held hostage. Part of some sort of ransom payment or something.”
Well damn. You cracked the case. Somebody came in, and instead of just stealing the

furniture and selling it, they took me and are going to hold me hostage until my father pays my
ransom. Although, that does sound more realistic than what actually happened.
“We have some Herman Miller lounge chairs out there that are like six thousand a pop. If
they sold all of the ones we had-.”
Thieves going after Herman Miller lounge chairs. You and the thieves have no discerning
taste. I wish they would have taken you.
"Well, I don't think anybody has asked Dad for ransom, and the investigators didn't say
anything about a forced entry."
“You’re right. I mean, are you sure Aiden was happy?”
Of course I was happy. I am happy. What gives you the right to ask her that?
“I really do think so. When he’s at home, he’s just such a great dad and husband.”
Thanks, baby. That's my girl. She knows how much I love her.
“I don’t know. I mean, I was watching this show the other day where this couple had
been together for seventeen years, and the husband had been sleeping with his wife’s sister the
whole time.”
“What the hell, Stephen? Are you seriously asking that?”
Yeah. She doesn’t even have a sister.
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“You sure?”
Of course she’s sure. I’m milquetoast, remember. When was the last time milquetoast
ever cheated on anybody?
“Because sometimes you never really know somebody.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“Nothing, but- “

“No. I know Aiden.”
“How well?”
“He’s my best friend. He’s the father of my child. You’ve known him for years and right
now you should be more concerned with finding him than questioning his character.”
“Norah, maybe this is a second chance for us.” There was a long pause, broken by the
crisp crack of a palm meeting the side of Stephen's face.
Second chance? Second chance for what?
"My husband did not leave me. And I swear to God if I ever hear you mention that
again." The door slammed behind her.
*
For weeks now Aiden had been in his own personal hell. Stephen would take a bottle of
Bushmills out of his desk, and through drunken sobs, confess his guilt about how bad a person he
was, how bad a friend he was, and how bad a dog owner he was. No matter how much he drank,
he never said specifically what had happened between him and Norah. That was worst of all. Not
knowing and not being able to know. He would imagine the arms of the chair wrapping around
Stephen's neck until every ounce of life crackled and sputtered away. He thought about the first
conversation would have with Norah when things were back to normal. He didn't know if the joy
87

of being reunited would be enough to override his anger. The more he thought about his anger
towards Norah, the more he wondered if it was all his fault. He wondered how many nights she
spent waiting for him to come home from work, how many conversations they had that he
invariably turned back to his work. He imagined how Delaney was handling everything. Were
her nightmares getting worse?
Aiden thought about his early courting of Norah. The two had known each other since

elementary school but had lost contact after Norah left for college. They reconnected when
Aiden's father sent him to New York. A hedge-fund manager had just passed away. More
importantly, a hedge-fund manager who appreciated rare furniture had just passed away, and Mr.
Hanigan was hoping to collect a few of the pieces. Aiden had Norah's number saved in his
contacts, hoping it was the one she still used.
She was overjoyed and offered to show Aiden what she had learned while in New York.
She had made the most spectacular pasta e Fagioli. The heat fought against the cold, New York
Winter. That dinner was the impetus for a year-long correspondence between the two that
ultimately led to a beautiful wedding at the Stan Mansion in Logan Square.
*
A month had passed since Aiden’s transformation. He was no closer to figuring how to
turn back, and no closer to figuring out how to end his existence altogether. There was one thing
that brought relief. A few weeks after Stephen and Norah’s heated exchange, Stephen tried to
make amends by giving Norah a chair, the last chair Aiden was known to have worked on. At
first, all Aiden wanted to know was what Stephen was talking about the day Norah slapped him.
Eventually, Aiden was just glad he got to be in the same house as his wife and daughter. There
were some good times. Delaney would crawl into him with a thick wool blanket and a book.
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Aiden would wonder, is this it? Would this be the closest he ever got to reading his girl to sleep?
Aiden thought Delaney instinctively knew how much he needed her contact, as the snuggles
became a nightly occurrence.
He also got to spend time with Norah. She would also curl up in him nightly, only instead
of a book, she usually had a bottle of Cabernet. She would talk about her day as if she knew
Aiden could hear her. Aiden would give anything to answer back. There was a knock at the door.

“Hello, Norah.”
“Uhm, hello, Stephen. What are you doing here?"
“Uhm, well, I just thought I would check up on you guys. I brought dinner. I can’t
imagine how stressful it must be doing everything alone. It just seems so unfair.”
Yeah, it would be unfair if any of this was my choice. But I didn’t choose to leave, and
I’m trying to be here the best that I can.
“You can come in. I appreciate the gesture.” Aiden could smell Stephen as he walked by.
Why the hell are you wearing that same shitty cologne you wear when you go on dates.
This is my fucking house and this is my family. Aiden listened to their conversation, dissecting
every word Stephen used, trying to know his full motives.
“Norah, it’s been a month. You know what the police told Patrick, there was no sign of a
break-in or struggle, at the store or home.” Aiden couldn’t help but think about how it looked.
There really were no signs of violence or crime. Appearances did make it seem like he had just
decided to disappear, leaving everything behind.
“Please, Stephen. What are you doing?"
“Norah, I would never have tried to come between you and Aiden, but since he’s gone, I
mean, do you honestly never think about what happened five years ago?”
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What the fuck is he talking about, Norah?
“That will never happen again. Things were different back then. Things are different
now. And most importantly, we don’t know what happened to Aiden. I’m still his wife and he is
still Delaney’s father.”
“You were his wife five years ago, Norah.”
Aiden wanted nothing more than for the rigor mortis in the chair legs and arms to break.

He wanted to spring forth from his chair and bash Stephen's head in with the wooden lamp on
the end table, maybe jab him a few times with the letter-opener. He willed himself to move, but
nothing happened. Nothing would happen. Instead, Aiden would sit there and hear about the time
the man who he had known since childhood had an affair with his wife. He would sit there and
would not be able to do anything, as if his silence was his final resignation. Aiden thought that if
he became angry enough, he could will the very fibers of the chair to catch fire. Would he be a
guest in his own home forever, and watch the man whom his father made the face of the
company, father his daughter and marry his wife?
"I need you to help me move this," Norah said.
"But, that was the last one he ever worked on? Are you sure?"
"I can't have it in here right now. Delaney and I need to start building some normalcy,
and the daily reminder is just too painful right now."
"I'll help you, but only if you're sure," Stephen said. Aiden felt himself being picked up.
He imagined throwing himself out of Stephen's arms. He wished more than anything that
Stephen would trip while carrying Aiden down the stairs, and if there was a God, break his neck.
Aiden could hear the sounds of the street. His leather began to grow wet and cold as now fell on
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him. A cold pain spread through the wood. He heard jazz began to play from his house, his Louis
Armstrong record.
Well I let into my home, you gonna leave my woman alone.
I'll be glad when you're dead, you rascal you.
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